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Abstract - Public Opinion, Ideology and the Welfare State

This thesis seeks to give an account of the development of popular 

ideas and social administration theories about the welfare state in 

recent years. A number of writers suggest that in the late 1970s and 

the early 1980s governments have been able to restructure or undermine 

the state welfare system because popular sentiment has shifted away 

from support for the welfare state. This view is reinforced by a 

reading of the post-war politics of welfare as a passage from Butskellism 

to the new right, from consensus to ideological conflict.

It is argued that recent developments in welfare are often seen as 

of exaggerated importance. The major spending services have in fact 

sustained little damage. Public opinion has always been ambivalent, 

favouring some areas of welfare spending and viewing others with 

suspicion. Private welfare provision has always been warmly supported 

by many people who also regard state services as desirable. The current 

situation may be interpreted as readily as the continued expression of 

these ambivalences as it may in terms of reversal. The problems of 

welfare are due in large part to the continuity of family and work ethic 

policies under changing circumstances.

The thesis also discusses recent academic theorising in the subject 

area of social administration. Here continuity is again evident behind 

a facade of change. Feminist, marxist and new right approaches challenge 

the dominant tradition in the subject, which stresses state interventionism 

in a patriarchal, capitalist society as a royal road to welfare. The 

argument traces the way in which these intellectual challenges have been 

restructured in reformist terms, so that they no longer represent a 

threat to the central paradigm in the subject. An explanation of the 

continuities in ideas about the role of the state in welfare among both 

intellectuals and the public at large is sought in marxist theories of 

ideology, based on the notion of commodity fetishism. General patterns 

of ideas in our society are heavily influenced by our everyday experience 

of market and patriarchy.
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Introduction

This thesis is about the way in which academics and citizens have 

understood the welfare state in recent years. The view that the 

welfare state is in a state of crisis has gained considerable currency. 

Theories of crisis, contradiction, conflict, legitimation deficit, state 

overload or dealignment have been discussed extensively. However, the 

politics of welfare have shown that the older theories of fiscal 

contradiction, legitimation crisis or state overload undervalue the 

elasticity of democratic capitalism. It appears possible for govern­

ments to contain welfare expenditure and to reduce standards in public 

services without provoking a backlash from the mass that threatens 

social order. In fact, these policies seem to enhance allegiance 

rather than discord.

Recent diagnoses of welfare crisis have been couched in more urgent 

and empiric terms. These analyses link together three assertions: 

first, a sea-change in social policy associated with spending cuts, the 

expansion of private market services and the use of state services to 

control deprived minorities; secondly, a watershed in public opinion 

occuring in the late seventies; thirdly, a concerted political attack 

nourished by the about-turn in mass attitudes on the principle of 

state welfare itself. This account draws on a perception of history as 

of a decline from the golden age of post-war reform and tells a story 

of the bleak transition from consensus to conflict, from Butskellism to 

the new right.

The thesis argued in this book is that this approach is in essentials 

wrong. There are changes in the welfare state and its economic 

environment, in the form of class struggle, in the demographic context,
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in the level of unemployment, in the buoyancy of the economy. There is 

a real brake on welfare spending. This, however, does not amount to a 

shift into reverse gear. Similarly, evidence of the welfare backlash in 

public opinion is exaggerated. In close examination of the story of the 

welfare state it is the continuities rather than cleavages and conflicts 

that provide the dominant theme. It is easy to confuse change and 

difference: the changes that are taking place have deep roots leading 

back into the original structure of the welfare state and the continuing 

pattern of popular support for it.

Crisis theory is (in part) a theory about the role played by people’s 

ideas in society. In older versions, demands for welfare spending, an 

apparent disjunction between cultural norms or expectations of ineffic­

iency from a bloated state and the demands of the disprivileged were the 

mainspring of social crisis. In the new variant, attitude change is the 

motor of political attack. The perception of the dominant currents in 

citizen's ideas as floating free of social structure and thus capable of 

abrupt change is part and parcel of the world view underlying reformist 

thinking. This approach poses a radical disjunction between the civil 

society of family and market and the democratic state: the implication 

is that a rationally guided interventionism to meet desired ends in the 

latter arena is a practical proposition because there are no insuperable 

obstacles to its progress in the former sphere. An alternative approach 

to political ideas sees people’s conceptions of their interests and of 

the role of a democratic state in meeting them as moulded by an ideology 

that is to be understood in terms of the basic structures of society.

Family and market reach back through ideology to fetter state policy.

Apprehension of current crisis finds its natural home in the reformist 

intellectual practice of the mainstream tradition in social policy studies 

in the United Kingdom. Here we put forward an alternative approach 

to ideas which provides a more satisfactory specification of the
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current pattern of attitudes to the welfare state and of the influence of 

dominant opinions on the development of welfare policy.

The analysis of underlying assumptions as ideology does not stop short 

at mass attitudes; reformist theory can itself be construed as an ideology. 

Because this approach identifies with the reformist practice of democratic 

welfare capitalism - indeed, it is founded on the assertion that state 

welfare provides the royal road to human welfare - it interprets the 

supposed crisis in the welfare state as the basis for a crisis in welfare 

state studies. Facts about the limitations of welfare, the political 

rhetoric of an attack on welfare and the theoretical challenges of 

feminists, marxists and the New Right are construed as an attack on the 

central paradigm in social policy as an academic pastime. The argument 

advanced here is that reformism is ideology generated by the same 

continuing processes that mould people’s perceptions of their interests. 

This view may be supported empirically. Reformism is remarkably 

successful in evading the three challenges to it. New policies and 

programmes to deal with limitations of welfare and the supposed 

political challenge and to win back errant public opinion are proposed. 

More important, conflicting theories are balanced and redressed in 

reformist clothing, so that their challenge to the basic model of 

separation of state and civil society is turned. Reconstituted 

feminism becomes little more than a critique of existing family and 

labour market policy, reconstituted marxism a harder-nosed fabianism, 

reconstituted new right theory a mixed economy of welfare approach.

All the weight of dominant ideology presses everything into a reformist 

mould.

The principal tenets of new and old crisis theories are set out in 

chapter one. Against these, the continuities in popular attitudes to 

welfare, public policy and the development of the welfare state are 

analysed in chapters two, three and four. Chapter five discusses the
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concept of ideology and provides an account of the social foundations of 

the enduring themes in public opinion. In chapter six, the notion of 

ideology is applied to theoretical writing in social policy studies.

The elasticity of reformism, despite contradiction by opposing theories, 

is emphasised.

for supporters of the welfare state the news that the outlook for 

tomorrow is not radically different from yesterday may be welcome. For 

those who question how far a patriarchal capitalist welfare practice 

can advance human interests, the tale may prove less cheering. The 

enemy is the same dull enemy and the new right is a new distraction 

from the enduring struggle. The ideology of individualism in interests 

and of reformism in politics generates the contradictions in mass 

attitudes that have always been present, and perpetually bridges the 

precipices in reformist social policy theory. The enemy, of course, 

is the welfare state in capitalist society itself.
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Chapter One: Crisis and the Welfare State

May you. live in exciting times!

Old Chinese curse, attributed to Confucius

Don't Panic!

The Hitch-hikers Guide to the Galaxy
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The Notion of Crisis

Aristotle's conception of crisis as the centre of tragedy was of a 

sudden reversal or calamity that thrusts a man ’into misery not due to 

vice or depravity, but rather to some great error1, (1963, ch. 13).

The irony of Oedipus’ patricide and incest or of Lear's folly rests 

on their conscious actions in a world they know not wisely. Similarly, 

social scientific concepts of crisis concern the dilemmas of institutions 

incapable of resolving the conflicts that threaten them and that arise 

from basic contradictions that are imperfectly understood.

For students of the welfare state, crisis-theory has followed two 

quite different paths in recent years. First a wide range of traditions 

assert that the economic contradictions of capitalist society must 

inevitably emerge at the political level and frustrate the policies 

of the state in welfare as in other fields. Secondly an approach that 

has gained favour since the late seventies reverses the picture to 

suggest that political actions in areas such as social policy can 

contain and manage the problems that arise from underlying economic causes. 

From one viewpoint, demands for welfare spending and tax-constraint of 

different kinds from competing groups and classes are seen as fundament­

ally incompatible, as a threat to the continued satisfactory handling of 

the economic system: you can't have the meeting of all legitimate needs 

and steady growth in a class society. From the other, popular aspirations 

are manipulated to support a state that cuts welfare, and promises 

victory over inflation. People can be persuaded to vote for less 

welfare and more sound money. Politico-economic stability generates 

crises for the welfare state.

Crisis Theory: Stage 1 - the Crisis in the Political Economy

The explosion of crisis theory in the early seventies stood out in stark
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contrast to the dominant consensus and functionalist approaches of post­

war social science. The end of ideology thesis in political science 

epitomised by Bell's work (1961) and the structural functionalist 

sociology of Parsons stressed order and stability as the central 

characteristic of society. The political economy of Keynes showed 

how this might be achieved by an interventionist capitalist state.

For students of social policy, the continued development of the 

Beveridge blueprint provided the comforting assurance that all 

interesting questions were closed and that progress was a work of 

detail. Social policy studies needed plasterers rather than 

architects.

The crisis theory of this period has been well-rehearsed by many 

writers (George and Wilding, I98U; Mishra, 198U)* Three approaches 

are of most importance, resting on assertions about class struggle, 

culture and political interests respectively. All have in common 

the claim that underlying economic conflicts must eventually emerge 

within the political level of an interventionist state and stultify 

the conscious aspirations of policy.

Fiscal Crisis and Class Struggle

An empirical American tradition in political economy opposes the 

achievements of state policy to those of the private market economy 

and finds the roots of the resounding contrast between 'private 

affluence and public squalor' (Galbraith, 1977) in the refusal of 

citizens to pay taxes for collective services. People prefer to 

keep their money for themselves. O'Connor and Gough have developed 

a marxist account of crisis tendencies by linking this observation 

with an analysis of basis conflicts in the economy.

Marx argued that under capitalism there is a long run dialectic
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opposition between the process of the development of systems of 

production which required the ever more intricate coordination of the 

activities of large numbers of people and the fact that the profits 

that result from this production continue to go to private individuals 

and institutions. It is argued that this basic contradiction between 

'the socialization of production and privatization of appropriation' 

emerges within the state as government becomes increasingly involved 

in the market system. O'Connor suggests that the activities of 

governments can be classified under two headings: 'accumulation' and 

'legitimation'. These refer to securing, first, the 'conditions in 

which profitable capital accumulation is possible' and second, the 

'conditions for social harmony' (O'Connor, 1971» p. 6). The problem 

is that the system of private profits ensures that, on the one hand, 

the demand for state expenditure expands, while, on the other, there 

is continued opposition to the expansion of state revenues. Developed 

capitalism requires an ever more sophisticated infrastructure, an 

increasingly highly-trained work-force, more centrally-directed 

capital for risky and expensive projects; and on the other hand more 

evidence of equality of opportunity, social compensation for dis- 

welfares and evidence of collective care for the needy - all of which 

are most effectively provided by central government. There is no 

intrinsic reason why people should be prepared to pay tax revenues 

necessary to finance these activities. It is not clear that standards 

in welfare rise in line with its cost, as Hadley and Hatch point out 

(1981, p. 92). The result is; 'a fiscal crisis, or "structural gap" 

between state expenditure and state revenues ... a tendency for state 

expenditures to increase more rapidly than the means of financing 

them' (O'Connor op.cit., p. 9)»
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O'Connor does not develop the implications of his thesis for 

political legitimacy. However, other writers have continued the 

argument. Wolfe (1979» ch. 7) suggests that the welfare state may he 

passing phase in the deployment by a ruling class of different themes 

in the repertoire of democratic capitalism, which will be succeeded 

by alternative meansof social control once it is exhausted. Gough 

has developed O'Connor's ideas most powerfully in the U.K., synthesi­

zing them with Miliband's conception of the state as a battleground for 

class struggle. He argues that contemporary problems in the British 

state can be understood in terms of a balance of class forces upon 

the state, which is under continual pressure to expand; from the 

working class which demands services but is -unwilling to fund them 

through taxation; and from capital which makes its own demands for the 

rather different set of services it needs but resists pressures to fund 

them in a similar way (1979» ch. 7 :  see also Gough, 1980, p. 9)* The 

point is that the relative defensive strengths of labour (in maintaining 

real wages against the incursions of taxation) and capital (in passing 

taxes on to consumers) are evenly matched. It is impossible for the 

costs of state activity to be loaded decisively in one direction. A 

perennial stagflation is induced by incompatible demands on the product 

of the economy. In the long run this may lead to a crisis of legitimacy. 

'The welfare state is a product of the contradictory development of 

capitalist society, and in turn it has generated new contradictions 

which every day become more apparent' (Gough,1979» P* 152).

Legitimation Crisis and Cultural Values

A second approach to crisis theory focusses on the capacity of the 

state to generate sufficient popular support to enable it to carry out 

necessary functions. Thus the state has a role in aiding capital
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accumulation as O'Connor suggest; however the balance of legitimation 

is not simply the result of the interaction of state policy and the 

incompatible demands of different classes based ultimately on their 

location in capitalism. Loyalty is influenced by cultural values 

which are only partially determined by private property, the dominant 

capitalist ethic. The state cannot guarantee the cultural values 

necessary to underpin its policies. This view is associated with 

the influential work of Habermas.

Prom an economic point of view, Habermas argues, the state has two 

main roles: 'on the one hand, the state apparatus regulates the entire 

economic cycle by means of global planning; on the other it improves 

the conditions under which capital is exploited' (1976 » p. 366).

The latter area includes such activities as 'intensifying the system 

of work (the education system); meeting the social and material costs 

attendant on private production (unemployment benefit, and welfare 

state, etc.)'. These activities aid accumulation.

His distinctive contribution is to suggest that in order to carry 

out these roles, the state is dependent on the cultural level of 

society for popular allegiance: 'it requires an input of mass loyalty' 

(1976 ., p. 373). There is no reason why this can be guaranteed. An 

example is provided by the multifarious demands on governments for the 

financing of armaments, space-research, transport systems, occupational 

training, housing construction, health, education, social insurance and 

so on. 'The selective raising of taxes, the recognizable scale of 

priorities according to which they are employed, and the administrative 

procedure must be such that the need for legitimation ... is satisfied' 

(1976 , p. 376). The problem is that the social mechanisms that produce 

allegiance are not under the control of policy, because they originate 

in a different level of society. That level is only partially 

determined by capitalist economic relations, so that even success in
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ensuring growth and distributing more goods to everyone offers no 

certainty of allegiance. Cultural values of equality and liberty 

resulting in demands for equality of opportunity, meritocracy and 

limits on state paternalism may clash with vested interests and the 

pre-requisites of growth.

The coming of the modem state has swept aside the culture that provided 

the legitimation system of laissez faire capitalism - the appeal to the 

hidden hand of the market operating almost like a natural force. Now 

allocation is more and more the outcome of conscious policy decisions 

which are by their nature open to challenge. Habermas suggests that one 

ploy which is increasingly pursued by governments is the attempt to 

generalize loyalty from the organisation and the impact of particular 

policies to symbols that represent society as a whole: the appeal to 

patriotism, to the national interest, the justification of policy 

as supporting 'the family1 in general, even perhaps the rhetoric of 

the Royal Family evident in recent political discourse, the 'Falklands 

spirit' and the increasing tendency to stereotype and scape-goat 

out-groups. The basic problem is that the political system cannot 

itself guarantee to produce the values required to assure loyalty to 

its policies. Values derive from culture which is independent of the 

state, and the cultural system produces motives which may be at variance 

with what is required to justify the particular planning necessary to 

contain crisis-trends in the economy. Ultimately the possibility of 

a legitimation crisis stemming from the cultural level of society 

becomes more and more urgent. This is at root 'a discrepancy between 

the need for motives which the state, and the occupational system 

announce, on the one hand, and the offer of motivation on the part of 

the socio-cultural system, on the other'. (1976 , p. 380).
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This approach suggests that it may not simply be considerations of 

economic interest (put crudely, the fact that more and more taxes are 

levied to finance welfare that those who see themselves as taxpayers 

perceive as going to other groups) that threaten the political stability 

of welfare states. Additional problems arise in ensuring that welfare 

policies measure up to the values of current popular culture. There is 

in principle no way of guaranteeing that this is achieved. It remains 

an empirical question and, for Habermas the account of crisis possibili­

ties is phrased in a language of theorems rather than predictions. 

Legitimation deficit is the ghost ever-present at the banquet made 

possible by the rational planning of public policy.

Offe's work links economic conflict to political crisis through the 

production of culture in a similar way. His analysis of West German 

policy demonstrates the incompatibility between the ethics that link 

reward to achievement and the requirement to motivate workers in the 

labour market (1976). The clash between culture and the pre-requisites 

of market capitalism is given an added twist by the intervention of 

governments in the latter: 'if the capitalist system is not able to 

survive without bourgeois-democratic forms of political power, the 

contradiction between the economic and legitimation functions of the 

capitalist state points ... to the irreversible polarisation of class 

conflicts ... to the fact that it cannot live with them' (197U> P- 5>U)*

This approach combines O'Connor's claim that class conflicts 

founded in the economic structure pose insuperable problems for 

policy with the additional claim that a separate cultural level of 

society can also be the seed-bed for demands that the system cannot 

satisfy. These demands, of course, are not necessarily linked to 

classes or interest groups.
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Indifference, Overload and Citizen Apathy

Both these accounts of crisis draw their inspiration from Marx, 

stressing class-struggle and ideology respectively. A third strand 

Builds on the notion of group rather than class interest and of politics 

as a clash of rationally Based political demands rather than of class 

forces or of culture.

Brittan argues that representative democracy tends to set in train 

processes which undermine the conditions of its existence. These 

processes are:

'(a) the generation of excessive expectation, 

and

(b) the disruptive effects of the pursuit of group-interest in 

the market place' (1975» p. 129)

The first areas has Been extensively analysed in a tradition that 

stretches Back to the work of Schumpeter. The central argument of this 

writer is that democracy is best understood as an entrepreneurial system 

of government, in which politicians offer policies in order to attract 

support. Consequently there is a perennial risk of inefficiency since 

'democratic governemt produces legislation and administration as By­

products of the struggle for office' (1961, p. 286). Effective 

democracy requires a considerable degree of popular self-control. How­

ever, there is no in-built mechanism that restrains politicians from 

making unrealistic offers to the populace in the democratic auction, to 

achieve power. There is a continual danger of popular disappointment 

and disaffection, unless a Basic consensus to restrain the range of 

promise in democracy to the politics of the possible is maintained.

The inflation of expectation does not necessarily imply crisis. A 

strong tradition in public choice economics and in political science 

has argued that the net result is for government to acquire an



■unnecessary burden of functions. Tullock, for example, suggests that 

'log-rolling' (the process of trade-offs between interest-groups) and 

the service of well-organised special interests will lead to hyper­

trophy of the state: 'if a given amount of money is to be spent on two 

different types of government activity, one of which is of general 

benefit and the other which benefits a series of special interest groups, 

too much will be spent on the latter' (1959» P* 578). People support 

their own special interests to a much greater extent than they oppose 

general taxation for what is in everyone's interests.

Other writers, however, are more cautious. Downs neatly reverses the 

argument to show that special interests can organise to restrict 

government budgets to escape taxation with the result that it is equally 

reasonable to claim that government budgets are overly small (1961» P*

129; i960). Similar considerations may be applied to the claim that 

bureaucratic agencies have an inbuilt tendency to expansion or budget 

maximisation.

Discussion of the implications of excessive expectations for government 

policy has received further impetus from the work of Hirsch(l977). This 

distinguishes between popular demands for 'positional' and consumption 

goods. The central point in an elegantly developed argument is that 

enjoyment of the latter is proportional to the amount that one consumes, 

whereas in the case of the former it is the amount that is consumed by 

others that is of the most significance. 'As the level of average 

consumption rises, an increasing proportion of consumption takes on a 

social as well as a physical aspect' (1977» p. 2). For example, in an 

economy where most people walk the joys of car ownership greatly exceed 

those than in one where they are muted by the experience of urban traffic 

jams. A degree confers more benefits if fewer people have one, and so on.
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The penetration of positional aspects of consumption into the market 

introduces a further twist to individual competitiveness. In the long 

run this leads nowhere, like leap-frog. Similarly welfare state inter­

ventions to nourish equality cannot spread satisfactions. Without some 

new morality to regulate inequality, positional struggle nullifies the 

benefits of growth and undermines the motivations on which interventionist 

capitalism depends. People won't work hard if they come to realise that 

economic growth above a certain level fails to make them better off 

than their neighbours.

Political scientists have explored similar issues in relation to 

welfare state 'overload*. Dahrendorf writes 'there are few today who 

would doubt that modem governments have taken on more than they can 

cope with, and in doing so have partly responded to and partly 

generated expectations which were bound to be disappointed' (1980, p. 399)« 

Douglas in a careful review of the debate argues that the inability of 

governments to live up to their promise corrodes allegiance: in the long 

run 'the absence of popular support must undermine the authority of govern­

ment and ultimately the authority of Parliament and the whole parliamentary 

system' (1976, p. I488).

Perhaps the most considered discussion of the overload thesis is 

provided by Rose and Peters (1978). A summary of relevant issues is 

contained in Rose (1980). The argument questions whether mere expansion 

in size is in itself a problem: 'big' government may carry out many 

functions - such as the organisation of transfer payments - with striking 

efficiency and effectiveness. However, increased complexity may lead to 

an exponential growth of management agencies: the survival of obsolete 

programmes; contradictions between the activities of different agencies 

(such as the Inland Revenue insistence on taxing cohabiting couples 

without children who both work in a way appropriate to single people,
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whereas a member of the same couple when unemployed may well find her/ 

himself penalised by a cohabitation ruling in application for supplementary 

benefit); and a general alienation of the ordinary citizen from an admin­

istrative machine that seems remote and unresponsive to individual interests. 

It is in this last area that he identifies the most important basis for 

legitimation problems. Such apathy can support authority in passive 

compliance. The challenge arises when the state demands positive action.

And here, 'indifference cripples authority without causing it to collapse' 

(1980, p. 23). The most important action demanded under ordinary circum­

stances is tax payment. To the extent that individuals seek to avoid this 

the fiscal roots of the state may be cut away. Rose argues that the 

presumed growth of the 'black economy' is the most important symptom of any 

crisis of legitimation of the modem state.

All these three approaches in different ways put forward a social systemic 

conception of crisis. The interventionist state is undergoing or at least 

runs the risk of an abrupt and fundamental reversal of its whole direction, 

because conflicts in areas of society which it cannot control nullify the 

intentions of policy. Legitimation and accumulation are seen as incompatible 

and in increasingly uncertain balance on a pivot of limited revenue, 

because the state cannot control the demands of capital and labour. There 

is no way that public policy can ensure that measures of government necessary 

for the economy will be compatible with the cultural values that contribute 

to citizen allegiance. Conflicting interests pursued by social actors 

threaten to make the state too large to operate efficiently, so that 

people withdraw their support. All these crisis-theories imply that state 

welfare, which contributes both to legitimation and accumulation, forms a 

major arena in which the cultural demands are fought out and constitutes 

the bone over which interest-groups growl. All stress the role of ideas
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in the production of crisis - expectations, conceptions of interest, 

allegiance, culture, indifference, demands, positional aspirations, 

class-consciousness•

In the late seventies these approaches have fallen from favour for 

obvious reasons. Mass support for governments committed to cuts in state 

welfare indicates that the demand for state spending is not ineluctable. 

For social policy students, the election of the 1979 Conservative Govern­

ment in the UK and the 1980 Reagan administration in the USA are most 

significant. However, Gough (1982, p. l £ ) ;  Wilensky (1976, p. II4) and 

Golding and Middleton (1982, p. 3) cite the psephology of Australia, Hew 

Zealand, Finland, Denmark, France and Sweden in addition as evidence of 

an international 'new conservatism' or 'new right backlash'. If the 

long march of the welfare state may be halted, analysis of recent election 

campaigns suggest that the scope for manipulation of cultural values to 

retain popular allegiance may not be so limited as Offe and Habermas 

indicate (Hall, 1979; Golding, 1983)* The capacity of governments to 

defeat organised interest groups and hold down wages also appears to 

exceed the gloomier prognostications of Douglas and Brittan. The extent 

to which citizen indifference may be expressed in tax revolt may also be 

exaggerated by Rose. The recent studies by Macafee (1981), O'Higgins 

(1981) and Pahl (1983) using diferent methods show that the black economy 

is unlikely to exceed 5 %  of GNP and is not expanding.

The interventionist state caught in the cleft stick of democratic 

capitalism appears able to twist its way out of the trap. The resilience 

of human society out-paces that of classical crisis theory.

Crisis Theory: Stage 2 - the Crisis in the Welfare State

In social policy studies a fresh variant of crisis theory has emerged more
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recently. This is more closely linked to the fine grain of political 

events and is empirical rather than theoretical in outlook. Again the 

central theme is the failure of a social institution to achieve its goals 

due to the operation of forces "beyond its control. Again the role of ideas 

is stressed. Now, however, the institution in question is the welfare 

state rather than the capitalist state. The ideas are popular antagonism 

to welfare rather than demands for more spending. The order of crisis 

argument is reversed, to put democracy hack in the driving seat. Rather 

than the frustration of state planning by the excresence of economic 

contradictions at the political level, the claim is that a popularly 

supported retrenchment of policy is part of the process that enables the 

political system to handle economic conflicts. The crisis for the 

welfare state is a solution rather then a symptom of crisis elsewhere.

This theory has three main elements, interwoven about the central fact 

of the decline of the British economy. Britain's economic malaise is 

discussed extensively elsewhere (for example, Gough, 1979; Prest and 

Coppock, 1982, pp. 92-U). The economic growth rate of every OECD 

member states has exceeded that of Britain over the period since the 

second world war. The long-run problem of slow growth and consequent 

decline as a world power was compounded by the effect of the 1973 energy 

crisis. The British GDP did not return to the 1973 level until 1978 

(Gough, 1979» p. 132). Those who study the crisis in the welfare state 

are concerned with the political response to economic difficulties. The 

three factors in explanation are, first, the assertion of a sea-change 

in public opinion marking a decisive shift against the welfare state and 

occuring in the early or mid-seventies. This is situated by the second 

factor, an account of the post-war development of the welfare state as a 

journey from political consensus on welfare aims to the conflict marked by 

sudden unpopularity. The third factor is the identification of a contemporary
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reversal in public policy, reflecting the ideological about-turn. This 

makes possible a restructuring of the welfare state, a new departure in 

its history that strikes a new balance in the conflicting forces that led 

to economic difficulties. The claim in a nutshell is that the new right 

has orchestrated a reversal in popular support for welfare riding on a 

longer term transition from consensus to conflict in the political climate 

of the welfare state era.

Public Opinion

Golding and Middleton's influential study of welfare imagery summarizes 

the main themes in this area:

'The argument ... in outline is as follows ... The early promise 
of the welfare state has not been fulfilled ... the failure of the 
welfare state is common ground across the political spectrum. Of 
the available diagnoses, those that emphasise the damaging burden 
of welfare expenditure and the abuse of social security ... have 
received privileged authority ... Economic crisis has liberated a 
full-scale assault on the welfare consensus, which was in fact 
never very firmly attached to popular consciousness' (1982., p .  205).

The public burden view of the welfare state is supported by the political 

economy of Bacon and Eltis which argues that the state sector in the UK 

pre-empts scarce resources (particularly personnel) that could be used more 

profitably elsewhere (197^). Further evidence f°r the view that most 

people see the welfare state as a burden rather than a direct benefit to 

themselves is provided in Alt's analysis of British Election Studies from 

the mid-sixties to 'On question of spending on social services people

are supporting ... a benefit which will largely go toothers'. There is 

'a tendency ... for economic stress to be associated with less generosity 

... favouring ... spending cuts over taxation' (1979» P* 258). The view 

that the overwhelming popular attitude is of suspicion of a welfare state that 

funnels hard-earned money to the undeserving is echoed by Dennison (1979» P« 

155); Klein (198O, p. 26); Glennerster (1983» p. 8); /HaiGregor (1981, ch. 5);
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Bosanquet (19^3» p. 1) and others. Rose argues 'in the face of a powerful 

ideological attack mounted by the new right ... the very idea of collect­

ive welfare itself is at stake' (1982, p. 18). The thesis of a general 

welfare Backlash in a period of economic constraint is pointed by the 

particular issue of the rise of public concern at social security abuse.

Golding and Middleton see a specific attack on the needy minority of 

claimants as the focus of generalised dissatisfaction with state 

welfare:

'The crisis in the British economy has become the occasion for a social 

derision of the poor so punitive as to threaten the very props of the 

welfare state' (1982, p. 5). This is again echoed in MacGregor's 

assertion that 'at present the poor are under attack' (p. 180), in 

Beacon's analysis of the 'scrounger phobia' of the mid-seventies (1977»

1978) and in the work of writers mentioned above. Crewe and Sarlvik 

demonstrate that the proportion of respondents to British Election Study 

questionnaires agreeing that social welfare benefits 'had gone too far' 

has 'increased significantly' between 1970 and 1979 0983» P- 172).

The “twin themes of public burden and contempt of the undeserving 

needy have as their obverse support for the privatisation of public 

services. Harris and Seldon have put the case for a shift in public 

opinion in this direction in the welfare arena most forcibly (1979).

In a series of surveys from the early 1960's they chart an increase in 

popular support for the dismantling of the system of tax financed universal 

health care and mass education, and the substitution of voucher, sub­

sidised and private insurance systems.

The Politics of the Welfare State Era

The thesis that popular support for the welfare state in general and 

social welfare for the poor in particular collapsed at some time in the 1970's 

is buttressed by the second jnajor theme of the new crisis theory: a particular
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reading of post-war history.

A large number of writers from many theoretical standpoints 

interpret the period since the 191+0's as a journey from consensus 

to conflict, from Butskellism to the new right, almost a decline and 

fall from the Golden Age of Community, Fraternity, Equality and 

Beveridge. Gough writes 'ideologically, Thatcherism marks a shift from 

the consensus politics, which have characterised post-war British 

governments, both Labour and Tory' (1982, p. 50). Seldon analyzes the new 

policies of the 1979 Conservative Government: 'politicians have caught up 

with public opinion that was ... increasingly reflecting market forces'

(1981, p. 1+7)- Abel Smith (1983)» Bosanquet (1983)» Hadley and Hatch (1981) 

and many others identify the central feature of the development of public 

opinion and of state policy as a transition from welfare state consensus 

through the sea-change of the seventies to the backlash of the present.

From the perspective of defenders of the welfare state, the approach 

contains an element of Manicheanism, of the eschatology of life as a 

struggle between forces of light and darkness which no side can permanently 

win. The current ascendancy of the forces of evil is explained in various 

demonologies. MacGregor (1981), Field (1981), Le Grand (1982O and Abel 

Smith (1983) point to the failure of the Labour Party to mobilise support 

for an unequivocal defence of welfare. Golding and Middleton (1982) 

argue the influence and vested interests of the commercial media. Hall 

places the emphasis on the new right itself, and its capacity to mobilise 

particular strands in popular ideas (1979)* Gough stresses economic weakness 

(1979)> Alt the vulnerability of a popular conception of welfare as a system 

that channels resources to others (1979)* Other writers discuss the 

limitations of professional and bureaucratic administrations in meeting 

popular interests (Hadley and Hatch, 1981; Wilding, or point to a

generalised paternalism (Weale, 1983)* Yet others stress the changes in
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conception of self interest produced by the development of the welfare 

state itself (Dunleavy, 1981; Duke and Edgell, 1983). Rose emphasizes 

the everyday life experience of the welfare state (1982). Whatever 

the nature of the demon involved in particular analyses its role is the 

same: to explain how a presumed consensus of political support for

state welfare in the nineteen-fifties turned into a mass attack on a 

beleaguered social policy in the eighties.

The Sea-Change in Policy

The third facet of contemporary crisis theory builds on the account 

of new directions in public opinion to produce an analysis of the new 

directions in state policy consonant with it. Here, there are three main 

issues. First, the cuts. A rhetoric of expenditure constraint has been 

the backdrop to the politics of both major parties since Crosland announced 

to local authorities in 1975 that 'the party was over' and Callaghan 

assured the 1976 Labour Party Conference: 'we used to think we could 

spend our way out of recession ... that option no longer exists'. As 

Gough (1979) points out the policies of recent Conservative governments 

represent 'more (or rather less) of the same' with restraint biting most 

bitterly on housing and education budgets.

The second new direction of policy is the extension of the market 

through the denationalization of state enterprises. 'We have done more to 

roll back the frontiers of socialism than any previous government' the prime 

minister declared in her keynote speech to the 1982 Conservative Party 

Conference. The main policy directions in the welfare area concern the 

sale of council housing, the encouragement of private landlordism, 

legislation to make occupational sick pay provision compulsory and new 

subsidies to private schooling and health care. These have not so far 

radically altered the make-up of the welfare state. Privatization
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has gone further in industrial policy. By 1983 a range of enterprises 

including Cable and Wireless, Associated British Ports, Britoil, the 

National Freight Corporation, and parts of British Aerospace had been 

sold off. The 19^3 manifesto sets out plans to denationalize British 

Telecom, Rolls Royce, British Airways, British Steel, British Airports, 

British Shipbuilders, the National Bus Company and British Leyland. It 

is unclear how feasible these proposals are.

The third issue concerns a reversal of the limited gains made by 

women in welfare policies since the mid-sixties. Maternity pay 

legislation has been weakened and the Family Policy Group put 

forward proposals to the Cabinet in 1983 bo re-organise welfare benefits 

to encourage women to stay in the home. The rise in unemployment and 

cuts in the state sector have penalised women workers. Restrictions in 

spending, together with the extension of community care schemes result in 

a greater burden being b o m  by women caring for dependants in the home.

Underlying all these particular policy directions is the sudden rise 

in unemployment, from under 3% in 197U to over 11$ by 1983* This 

development weakens working class resistance to cuts and the expansion 

of private services. It is also responsible for most of the increase in 

the numbers in poverty. Burghes in an analysis of the most recent 

available official statistics shows that the numbers living below 

supplementary benefit level had risen dramatically by 2l$> between 1979 and. 

1981. This is the sharpest rise in poverty since the estimates of Abel- 

Smith and Townsend in the mid-sixties. Most of the new poor are unemployed 

workers' families (Burghes, 1983» p. 211 ) jOpinion differs as to the 

extent to which unemployment is the result of government economic policy.

It is clear that the framework of misery for the minority is an important 

factor in any assessment of the developments in social welfare in the late

seventies.
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Many writers see current changes as piecemeal developments, (for

example, O'Higgins, 1983)» However, two comprehensive interpretations

exist. These understand new directions in welfare in terms of the

fundamental social cleavages of class and gender. First, Gough

(1979, 1982) analyzes the changes as an attempt to 'restructure'

the welfare state, and achieve a decisive shift in the balance of

class forces. Cuts in welfare benefits to strikers and the refusal

of government to tackle unemployment go hand in hand with new trade

union legislation and the divisive effects of encouragement of

house ownership, the spread of privatization and the undermining of

universalism to weaken the working class. This position is echoed

by Leonard (1979)» Corrigan ( 1979);  Hall ( 1978) and Harrison (1979) •

A second perspective stresses gender rather than class politics. The

target of restructuring is women rather than the working class and the

objective is the maintenance of the system of dependence in the family.

'Political and ideological processes carry considerable 
weight in the construction of women's oppression and 
should be attacked ... In the present situation ... 
public sector cuts are likely to increase women's 

dependence on men'. (Barrett, 1980, p. 26J4).

The implications of the state's contraction for the exploitation of 

women as carers are traced out by several writers (Finch and Groves,

1980» Oakley, 1981, Sayers, 1982, p. 168, Lewis, 1983» p. 120,

Ungerson, 1982).

The significance of policy changes lies in their relation to the themes 

of earlier crisis theory. If government can successfully withdraw from 

the welfare aspects of its legitimation function, can shrug off 

responsibility for re-distributing social resources according to 

cultural values, can present a contracted aspect to the citizenry, the 

crisis tendencies discussed above may be contained. A restructured 

welfare state may achieve a new balance of forces of class or interest 

groups which ensures the stability of capitalism.
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The New Direction in Crisis Theory

The new crisis theory contains the principal themes of an abrupt reversal 

shattering a previous order and of the incapacity of the order to turn the 

threat by its own conscious activity - to plan against disaster - of the 

earlier conceptions. It also stresses the centrality of the role of ideas, 

in this case as the grist for political change. The difference lies in 

the more precise focus of the new theories. What is at stake is not 

allegiance to the state or political order in general, but the maintenance 

of state responsibility for large-scale social services in the areas 

defined after the second world war. State interventionist capitalism 

can weather large-scale crises provided that it is allowed to re-write some 

of the rules of the game. Prom this viewpoint, the welfare state becomes 

simply a passing phase, a particular equilibrium struck in the constant 

struggle to achieve a balance of class forces as Wolfe (1979) suggests.

Earlier writers who discussed the crisis in the interventionist state, 

emphasised the inability of capitalist governments to resolve the balance 

of pressures on them, turn which way they might. The central point of 

the new approach is that specific policies, attacking state welfare, 

enable governments to satisfy the demands of ideology and capitalism and 

to maintain stability. The reversal in public opinion puts the state 

back in command. If popular suspicion of welfare enables large-scale 

cuts in spending and support for private provision, the conflict, 

identified by O'Connor, between support for capital accumulation and 

legitimation functions may be resolved. Similarly, the cultural shifts 

implied may allow the state to retreat from the assumption of responsibility 

for welfare that Habermas argues, forces it inevitably to risk the loss 

of popular allegiance. The excessive expectations of policy which produce 

citizen indifference may be minimized. The sea-change of the 1970's, so 

far as the welfare state goes, renders crisis-tendencies manageable.
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The thesis of this book is that an accountcfcrisis in the welfare state 

as a response to public opinion and a watershed in the politics of welfare 

is mistaken. This is not to deny the importance of economic decline, nor its 

significance for social policy. This is part of a whole range of issues 

affecting welfare, and is to be analyzed alongside changes in demography, 

levels of living, work and family patterns in its influence on policy.

Most of these factors are long-run. The point of the argument is that 

the political conflicts that threaten the welfare state now have been 

inherent in its structure since its inception. The impact of abrupt 

reversal in welfare policy or popular opinion is exaggerated. The real 

enemy of those who seek to advance welfare is not a sudden confrontation, 

but the continuing development of overall contradictions and ambiguities 

in the welfare state: the old enemy, not the new right.
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Chapter Two: Public Opinion and Welfare Issues

'A plague of opinion! A man may wear it on both sides, like a 
leather jerkin'.

William Shakespeare,
Troilus and Cressida.

'Of course we welcome the growth of private health insurance. 
There's no contradiction between that and supporting the NHS'

Margaret Thatcher, 1982
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This chapter has two tasks. The first is to present a picture of 

public attitudes to the welfare state in the three areas identified as 

central themes in social policy by the new crisis theory: these are a 

shift away from the public provision of welfare, support for privatiza­

tion and a reversal of the gains made by women. The evidence discussed 

comes mainly from opinion surveys and centres on a study of these issues 

carried out in the Medway area in early 1981. The design and development 

of the Medway Study are discussed at length in the Appendix, which includes 

a copy of the questionnaire. Evidence from the study is also presented 

in a recent article (Taylor-Gooby, 1982).

The second task is to explain how the common view of public opinion 

as supporting a new right attack on the welfare state comes to be accepted, 

if it is misleading. The evidence used to support this interpretation 

will be reviewed and reconsidered in relation to each of the three aspects 

of opinion.

Problems of Opinion Survey

A number of points should be made about the shortcomings of attitude 

survey data before the analysis is presented. First, what people say 

about their opinions is a poor guide to their likely actions and vice 

versa. While attitudes and subjective norms may influence what people 

intend to do 'further variables may intervene between intentions and 

overt behaviour' as Fishbein points out (Fishbein, Thomas and Jaccard, 1976, 

p.8). Conversely, Davies shows that people's behaviour in claiming free 

school meals is a weak indication of whether they feel stigma or not because 

the countervailing significance of a source of free food for children may 

lead them to act against their attitudes (1978, pp. 126-9). Secondly, it 

is well known that the attitudes of individuals show considerable instability 

over time. When Converse repeated an identical set of questions to a panel
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after a lapse of four years, he found that 35 per cent of individuals had 

changed their minds, although the overall pattern of opinions had changed 

little. Similar individual volatility within a structure of overall 

stability is reported in the UK (Butler and Stokes, 1969» ch. 8;

Kavanagh, 1983» P* 1U)» Thirdly, information is collected from individ­

uals usually through a process of one-off conversations with middle-class 

strangers on topics that may not be of much interest to the person questioned. 

On the one hand, the data gathered by this process may be influenced by 

circumstantial factors (courtesy, obstinacy, the desire to conform, feelings 

about the interview situation); on the other, as Bourdieu points out, the 

method is inherently individual and obscures recognition of the fact that 

political action in a mass society is collective (Mattelard (ed.) 1979)• 

Finally, many agencies, and most importantly governments, devote considerable 

efforts to influencing opinion on political issues by the manipulation of 

information flow, persuasive communication and so on (Judge and Hampson,

1980). These factors mean that attitude data is propaganda biased, 

individualist, situational, volatile and no guide to behaviour. However, 

simply taken as an indication of the state of play of opinions in the minds 

of the public, which may or may not be influenced by government itself, it 

may be useful. In relation to new crisis theory, no assertions about the 

likelihood of popular action (or inaction) other than political support 

are involved, unlike earlier theories, which stressed tax revolt or the 

withdrawal of allegiance. Opinion surveys provide an account of the 

general structure of political ideas that is difficult to obtain from any 

other source. Provided the evidence is interpreted with care it may help 

in assessing issues about the contribution of changes in public ideas to 

public policy.

The Shift Against the Welfare State

Two recent attitude studies support the view that there has been a move
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in opinion against public welfare provision. Golding and Middleton 

locate the change in the mid-seventies. Alt's re-analysis of British 

Election Survey data, puts it somewhat earlier. In addition, a number 

of other surveys including the 1976 Eurobarometer study of perceptions 

of poverty and surveys carried out for the review of supplementary 

benefits by the Schlackman Organisation (1978) may be cited to support 

the thesis.

Golding and Middleton's account claims that state welfare is 

perceived as a public burden: 'Generally it seems there is considerable 

suspicion of additional public expenditure on social security and welfare 

among groups who feel they have more to lose as taxpayers, than to 

gain as beneficiaries. This fairly -uniform response may reflect the 

increasingly orthodox belief that personal taxation has become too high, 

attached to the related view that rising taxation is a burden imposed by 

excessive public expenditure notably in the field of social services and 

social security' (1978, pp. 93~U)« Alt asserts that 'on questions of 

spending on social services, people are supporting an idea which is 

altruistic: they are supporting a benefit which will largely go to

others' (1979» p. 272). In fact, public policy does not impose a burden 

on the mass of the population through re-distribution to the poor. It is 

increasingly recognised that most of the money spent by government on 

social welfare goes to the better off. A recent authorative study 

concludes:

'almost all public expenditure on the social services in 
Britain benefits the better off to a greater extent than 
the poor. This is not only true for services such as 
roads where, due to the insignificant role played by a 
concern for equality in determining policy, such an 
outcome might be expected; it is also true for services 
whose aims are at least in part egalitarian, such as 
the National Health Service, higher education, public 
transport and the aggregate complex of housing policies'
(LeCJrand , 1982, pp. 1-2; see also Titmuss, 1933» Sinfield 
1978; Field, 1981; Hadley and Hatch, 1981; Nicholson, 197U 
and so on).
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Of course, the general public may not recognise this fact and thus bite 

the hand that feeds them.

Many writers assert that the pattern of ideology is such that subsidies 

to the worst off bulk large in popular imagination, while those to middle 

and higher groups are largely ignored. The most sophisticated version 

of this approach is developed by hunleavy, in his discussion of consumption 

sectors. ’Sectors are lines of vertical division in a society, such that 

certain common interests are shared between social classes in the same 

sector, while within a social class, sectoral differences reflect a 

measure of conflict of interests' (1979» P* U20). Dunleavy demonstrates 

that in the case of two important urban consumption processes - transport 

and housing - there is a high degree of overlap within both state 

provided and market sectors. Owner-occupation is highly correlated with 

car ownership, council tenure to reliance on public transport. The 

point is that 'when the two locations are considered together it is 

apparent that involvement in wholly individualised or wholly collective 

modes of housing and transport consumption varies across social grades 

much more markedly than the involvement in each type of location alone' 

(1979, p. U 2 $ ) . The state/private distinction in consumption is 

cumulative not chaotic, and the interests generated by the involvement 

of the state in provision of services may therefore re-inforce each 

other across class boundaries.

Of course, state subsidies flow to both state and market divisions 

of each sector: LeQrand concludes his analysis of the impact of tax 

exemptions and direct subsidies for housing by pointing to 'substantial 

inequalities of public expenditure with owner-occupiers receiving more than 

private or public tenants and the better off receiving more than the less 

well off' (1982, p. 100). Similar conclusions apply to transport (ch. 6).
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Dunleavy's point is that popular ideology, which influences political 

discourse paints a different picture: 'the aid result of these perceptions 

is a basically inaccurate picture of home-owners as paying their own way 

and of council tenants as heavily subsidized, and non-rate paying* (1979* 

p. 1+30), and comparable attitudes apply to transport. The dominant 

ideology influences party programmes and interests in consumption sector 

affect voting behaviour. Dunleavy is able to demonstrate that home 

ownership and car ownership influence political alignment in addition to 

occupational class and age in analysis of Gallup poll data at the time of 

the 197U election. Similar results are reported by Duke and Edgell in a 

survey of perceptions of welfare cuts in Manchester (1981).

The assertion that welfare as a whole is denigrated because it is seen 

by many as a public burden that can be less easily borne in a time of 

expenditure constraint is thus implicitly a claim about ideology under­

stood as a counter-factual pattern of beliefs. PeopLe think state subsidies 

flow from consumers in the private sector to a minority in the public 

sector and this pattern is repeated with re-doubled force in relation to 

the most obvious and needy minority of consumers - state beneficiaries.

LeUrand 's work focuses on welfare in kind. The most important aspect 

of the welfare state omitted is the income transfer programme of the 

social security system. Analyses of this area show that cash benefits 

do distribute to the poor and the most needy (if this is understood as 

larger households). This is particularly true of means-tested benefits such 

as Supplementary Benefit and Family Income Supplement and Unemployment and 

Sick Benefits (Nicholson, 197U» pp. 77-8). This picture is moderated somewhat 

if attention is paid to the shortcomings of the data on which it is based 

(Field, 1981; Nicholson and Brittan, 1979» P* 329; Nissel, 1978, p. U)> and 

the impact of occupational welfare which is subsidised through tax reliefs 

and tends to benefit the better off is taken into account (Pond in Walker (ed.) 

1982).
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However, it does seem plausible to regard state social security as the 

most re-distributive area of state welfare. It is significant that 

much of Golding’s study is focused on this area.

In his content analysis of the media treatment of welfare which 

identifies the issue of central relevance to the survey, the topic-area 

is defined as 'the responsibilities of the Secretary of State for Social 

Services' (1982, p. 68). This is interpreted narrowly, so that the whole 

field of health care is omitted. In analysis of survey data, public 

concern at abuse by able-bodied unemployed scroungers is emphasized.

However evidence of strong support for the elderly and the sick is not 

given equal prominence. 'When asked who they think most deserve to get 

money from the welfare state, people again nominate the old and sick'

(p. 169). When people were asked to describe who they had in mind when 

thinking of the poor 'it was the old who were most frequently mentioned'

(p. 189). Retirement penions are the biggest single item in the social 

security budget, accounting for about three quarters of total expenditure 

(Judge, 1981, p. i|53)» Because they apply, ultimately, to the mass of the 

population they are less likely to be understood as 'altruistic' re­

distribution toothers. The study provides a partial picture of attitudes 

to state welfare, and one most likely to bring out concern at the burden of 

spending.

A similar picture emerges in the British Election Survey data (Table 1). 

Variations in question design mean that it is only possible to present a general 

outline of patterns in opinion about welfare policy over the period from 

the early sixties to the late seventies. There does seem to have been a 

general decline in support for state spending as against tax cuts through 

the period. However further questions asked in the seventies make it 

possible to examinethe level of support for particular areas of state
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spending. It can "be seen that while welfare benefits are unpopular» the 

NHS, anti-poverty programmes and the re-distribution of wealth command 

high levels of support. If Alt's 'altruism thesis' is to be accepted 

as an explanation of the link between perceptions of welfare spending and 

a decline in support for the welfare state at large, it must be borne in 

mind that this perception is confined to particular aspects of welfare 

and cannot apply to other areas.

These considerations suggest that it is important to distinguish the 

welfare benefits for the minority of undeserving poor who may batten on 

the sober industrious citizenry from the bulk of social spending which is 

directed to the needs of the mass of the population. Such spending may in 

fact be of most benefit to the well-off. The welfare backlash argument 

asserts that in the first area, the majority see the minority as an 

unjustified burden on their backs; in the second area concern at welfare 

spending as a whole is explained by an incorrect belief, possibly founded 

on over-generalization from minority services, that the large-spending 

services also re-distribute to others. In the Medway survey, an attempt 

was made to assess attitudes to the various welfare services separately, 

as well as in aggregate.

Table 2 summarises answers to a range of questions about the desirability 

of state provision of a number of welfare services and the way in which 

provision should be organised. The range of services is wide including 

benefits in cash or kind, means-tested or non-means-tested, highly 

restricted or universally available and currently provided on a mass scale 

or only existing in particular areas. The questions concern the fact of 

state provision itself, the possibilities of restriction by income-level, 

contribution record, origin of need, availability of family support and level 

of cash benefit. This enables a large number of aspects of support to be 

explored. The range of questions asked in respect of each benefit was
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varied to mitigate interview fatigue and to focus on issues which pilot- 

ting of the questionnaire indicated were salient in many people's minds.

Different people are likely to have different degrees of awareness of 

the services mentioned, and may well interpret the restrictions presented 

in different ways. For these reasons the statistics in the table should 

not be taken as exact measures of popular support for the various services, 

but rather as indications of the general climate of popular ideas in re­

lation to relatively ill-defined areas of welfare policy.

The responses do not correspond in any clear-cut way to evidence of 

how people react to welfare provision. For example there are strong 

demands for restriction of child benefit and day-care yet there is no 

evidence of any take-up problem for such provision. Many other factors 

in addition to attitudes influence behaviour.

A rough guide to the relative standing of different aspects of welfare 

along the various dimensions of opinion is provided by the rank-orderings. 

These are calculated so that services are only ranked differently when 

level of support varies significantly. Reference to these rank- 

orderings indicates a substantial consistency across the different 

dimensions of opinion in public attitude to the various services. In 

order to explore this homogeneity in opinion further, the sample was 

split up in a number of different ways: by social class position, age, 

gender, presence of children under sixteen in the household, tenure and 

political party support. Rank-orderings were then computed for each sub­

group, so that the ordering of women could be compared with that of men, 

and so on. Again the picture of a substantial homogeneity of opinion 

emerged with the same services falling at the top and bottom end of the 

rank-ordering.

The evidence reinforces the view that a general climate of opinion 

exists among the public that strongly supports services for the elderly,
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the sick and disabled, education and the NHS, and is antipathetic to 

benefits for the unemployed, low paid, lone parents and children, with 

the other services mentioned occupying an intermediate position. Opinion 

is discerning between different needs but relatively homogenous across 

the population. This account of the structure of public opinion is 

commonly found in social policy studies, whether explained in terms of 

stigma (Pinker, 1971), a distinction between deserving and undeserving 

groups (Jones, Brown and Bradshaw, 1979)» the expression of work and 

family ethics (George and Wilding, 1972) of party support (Lewis, 1980) 

or of perceptions of need (Whiteley, 1981)•

The division between the various need groups can be explained partially, 

but not entirely in terms of antipathy to welfare for needy minorities as 

opposed to support for the two-thirds of state spending that is directed 

to the mass of the population. While unemployment, low pay and lone 

parenthood may plausibly be represented as such a burden, it is difficult 

to see how child benefit which most families gain at some time in their 

life is to have the same status. Conversely, while health care, education 

and pensions are mass services, the sick and disabled are a minority group 

which receive strong support. Thus, ideological judgements about the 

desert of different groups are also likely to play a part.

The ideological distinction between favoured and unfavoured services is 

strongly supported by other evidence, and appears relatively consistent 

over time. Rudolf Klein, in an analysis of public opinion poll data from 

the early fifties to the mid-seventies shows that over the period 'by and 

large, there is a high degree of satisfaction with the services provided' 

by the welfare state. However, 'the nineteenth century distinction between 

the deserving and the undeserving poor seems to be alive and kicking ... 

in the minds of a majority of people. With remarkable consistency over the 

years there is a very large majority which favours raising pensions, and
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a very large minority which is highly critical of family allowance' (197 4̂* 

pp. lflO-11). Education, the NHS and benefits for deserving groups receive 

strong support, in contrast to unemployment benefits and council housing.

A study by Lipsey of polls for 1978 and 1979 reiterates the popularity of 

pensions and health services as against child and unemployment benefits 

(1979, p. 13)« In a multivariate re-analysis of data from Butler and 

Stokes' October 1971+ General Election Study, Whiteley concludes 'welfare 

spending is still popular among the great majority of the electorate':

'the general climate of public opinion in Britain will not accept a 

fundamental dismantling of the welfare state, as distinct from its 

erosion at the edges' (1981, p. U73)* These findings are echoed in 

the work of Runciman (1972, p. 266), Abrams (1973» p. 27), Harris and 

Seldon (1973, p. 13)» Norris (1978, p. 18), Schlackman (1978, p. 3U)> 

Golding and Middleton (1982, pp. 169-70), Lewis (1980, p. 289), Hockley 

and Harbour,(1982, p. 11) and in Coughlin's discussion of UK opinion 

polls from 1958 to 1969 (1980, pp. 66 and 69). These surveys cover a 

considerable time-span and use questions phrased in different ways, posed 

in the context of different surveys. It is hard to doubt that the 

distinction between favoured and unfavoured provision is a major ingred- 

iant in popular attitudes to welfare, and that it is held with remarkable 

homogeneity by the public.

This distinctive UK pattern is also apparent in the United States where 

Peagin's 1969 study shows a strong individualist and punitive attitude to 

the poor (1975> ch. 3)» However, this is compatible with attitudes which 

suggest very strong support for universal state welfare systems according 

to a survey conducted with a sample of over nine thousand in seven states 

in 1972/3. The co-existence of strong negative stereotypes of some groups 

of the poor with equally strong support for welfare is explained by the 

argument that 'public opinion seems to withold patronage only from those
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it regards as indifferent, wasteful or somehow abusive of values held by 

the majority'. The public displays a 'tolerance of ambiguity': it 'favours 

welfare assistance as a valued and necessary service, but seeks proof that 

all recipients are worthy' (Carter, Fifield and Shields, 1973» pp. 29 and 29; 

see also Curtin and Cowan, 1979).

A similar picture emerges in F. L. Cooke's study of support for various 

kinds of provision for a range of need groups in Chicago. This study is 

methodologically more sophisticated than many of those considered. Respondents 

were asked direct questions about preferences in support and were asked to 

allocate state expenditure between groups. In addition, their response to a 

series of vignettes of individuals in circumstances carefully organised along 

various dimensions of need and desert were recorded. Results of direct and 

inferential approaches showed high correlations, a process of 'triangulation' 

which strengthens the findings.

The overall picture is of a 'homogeneous and discerning' public: homogeneous, 

in that differences in opinions between the various social, demographic and 

political groups are far weaker then the differences between collective opinions 

about different needs:

'public preferences appear, in general, to be more favourable 
towards supporting some groups than others. Overall, the disabled 
receive more support than the poor and support seems to be greater 
the more serious the poverty and disability. Also the elderly receive 
more support than do children and adults under 69' (1979 j p. 199)

The deserving/undeserving distinction is widely supported. At the same time 

the public discriminate precisely and consistently between need groups and 

between needs for different services: 'the question the ... public seems to be 

asking is 'deserving of what?' rather than 'are they deserving?' (p. 1 7i+)•

There is considerable evidence for the view, despite the moralistic tinge of 

scroungerphobia which is evident in many media reports (Golding et al 1982,

PP* 99-108; Deacon, 1978, p. 120) and the prevalent negative stereo­

types of some groups of poor (Townsend, 1979» PP* U27-8)> that the public supports 

most state welfare and especially the large spending areas. One
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of the most striking features of the distinction between favoured and 

unfavoured groups is the homogeneity of opinion across the population: 

the studies by Klein, Golding, Lewis, Harris, Carter and Cooke show that 

the groups most likely to suffer the needs accounted undeserving express 

very little more support for welfare in these areas. This is highlighted 

in Golding's work, which contrasts an area with a history of high un­

employment with a relatively prosperous city. Little difference is 

found in attitudes to the causes of poverty or the legitimacy of poor 

relief (p. 198)*

A number of writers have argued that a similar distinction is 

reflected in the way services are provided. Social policy, as Pinker 

points out, is concerned to distribute sanctions as well as to meet 

need (1971> ch. I4.). Social control mechanisms may serve to enhance the un­

popularity of some services at the same time as they embody public opinion 

about their recipients. For example, the Supplementary Benefits Commission 

states in evidence to the Fisher Committee 'there has to be a certain 

amount of pressure on claimants to find work and to stay in it' (quoted 

in Jordan, 1976, p. 197)» Townsend develops the argument that means­

testing is an important weapon in the armoury of social control and traces 

the repression of undesirable paupers through the organisation of social 

security back to the I83U Report on the Poor Laws (1976, pp. 1$0-1). How­

ever, the imposition of stigma through the administration of benefits can 

only account for the unpopularity of some services. Expenditure on child 

benefit comes low on the priority order of most people (including parents). 

These benefits are universal.

The overall pattern of opinion is that of a public which is homo­

geneous and discriminating in its general attitudes to welfare services.

The picture of mounting antagonism to welfare is only sustained if 

attention is concentrated on attitudes to particular unfavoured needs.
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These do not provide an adequate guide to opinions about the range of 

welfare services as a whole. In any case, the historical dimension 

provided by Klein's work provides little support for the view that 

anti-welfare sentiment is increasing markedly in the medium term, even 

in the areas of unfavoured provision.

The survey also considered the general pattern of support for the 

welfare state as a whole rather than as an aggregate of services for 

different groups. Attitudes in this area display an ambivalence which 

parallels that in support for particular services. There are two 

sources in the questionnaire for this conclusion: responses to general 

questions about welfare in the abstract and subjective judgements about 

the impact of welfare on the individual.

In the first area people were invited to agree or disagree with a 

series of statements about the effect that 'the system of taxes, services 

and benefits that many people call the welfare state' has on society as 

a whole. These questions were asked towards the end of the questionnaire 

when the individual had had the opportunity to discuss the range of 

services and various non-state alternatives in some detail. Table 3 gives 

the pattern of responses. The statements used were culled by content 

analysis from thirty-six discursive pre-pilot interviews. These interviews 

ranged over the whole area of people's judgement about state welfare. The 

opinions expressed employ prescriptive and emotive language, are in many 

cases phrased in a leading manner and imply judgements about the scope and 

weaknesses of state welfare. They are designed to allow individuals to 

locate themselves in relation to major currents in opinion, rather than to 

evaluate attitudes along a pre-selected, comprehensive and balanced set of 

dimensions. The sphere of overall judgements may be compared with that of 

specific opinions about particular services.
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necessarily complex. It may be conveniently summarized by considering 

support for propositions that suggest the welfare state undermines particular 

values and positive opinions about state welfare. In the first area, 

majority support for the view that the welfare state encourages community 

support and altruism is lacking (statements A, C, E). There is also no 

support for the suggestion that it is egalitarian, efficient and unobtrusive 

(G, M, N, S, X). It tends to foster stigma and social division (K, U).

This picture contradicts the ideal of social welfare associated with the 

fabian tradition in this country (see George and Wilding, 1976, ch. I;).

The view that welfare undermines the work ethic, saps self-help and 

supports the undeserving is also favoured (B, P, 0, Z). However, there 

is no strong support for the view that it attacks the values of the family 

ethic (H, Q). In addition, there is evidence of generalized attitudinal 

support for the welfare state as a desirable institution in principle (L,

R, V, W, Y). Dissatisfaction at existing achievements could lead to 

demands for the improvement instead of the dismantling of social policy.

This interpretation is reinforced by the support for many aspects of 

welfare detailed earlier, and by the strong approval of the principle of 

state welfarism. It is also reinforced by the evidence on attitudes to 

private welfare discussed earlier. The findings do offer some support 

for the view that popular attitudes correspond to the disillusion with 

the current achievements of collective welfare evident among intellectuals. 

They do not suggest that ’welfare backlash’ is a dominant opinion.

The second set of evidence about general attitudes derives from 

questions designed to explore opinions about the general effect of 

welfare. Respondents were asked ’which households would you say get 

the best value for money from the system of taxes and benefits taken
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that these stand in sharp contrast to the picture presented by Golding 

and Middleton of a 'widespread belief in the disincentive effect of over- 

generous or laxly-monitored welfare benefits' (1982, p. 176). However 

questions of wider scope present a different perspective. The proportion 

of the sample who saw the welfare state as a whole of greatest benefit to the less 

well off, is roughly equal to the proportion seeing it as helping high income 

groups most. Perhaps the evidence that welfare redistributes to the better 

off is not entirely dissonant with the everyday experience of most people. 

Crosstabulation of this attitude with the respondent's own income shows a 

tendency to see the benefits as flowing to other groups than one's own.

The poor think the better off get the gravy and vice versa. This indicates 

that despite the support for the major services, a generalized sense of the 

whole system as a burden may be present.

The issues cf value for money was then focussed on individual experience. 

Respondents were also asked if they felt that they themselves got value for 

money from 'the system of taxes and social services taken as a whole'.

This perception is most strongly evident among the middle income respond­

ents and less prominent among both low and high income groups, indicating 

that dissatisfaction with welfare is strongest at the extremes of the 

income distribution.

Crosstabulation of attitude variables with measures of class, age and 

other personal circumstances revealed a pattern comparable to that of 

the judgements about particular services. There were few strong relation­

ships. The overall impression is of a homogeneous structure of attitudes 

through the population. This structure was further explored by the 

construction of indices to represent the dominant themes in opinion 

and the relation of these indices to a number of explanatory variables 

through regression equations. The indices were constructed by factor
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analysis. This technique posits hypothetical variables and explores the 

relation of the variables under consideration to them. A conventional 

measure of the success of the hypothetical variables in explanation is 

the amount of the dispersion in values (variance) of the variables in 

question that can be explained economically. The relationship between 

each variable and the factor can be shown as a relative weighting. Indices 

which represent the factors can then be constructed by summing individual 

responses weighted by the appropriate correlation. The interpretation of the 

factors rests on the meanings of component variables they appear to 

express.

Four factors accounted for three-quarters of the variance in all 

twenty-six statements (Table 5>)* The first two appear most significant, 

accounting for half between them. The first loads heavily on statements 

concerned with the contribution of state welfare to a caring and just 

society. The second appears to be associated with the dimension of 

irresponsibility and waste in relation to family and work ethics.

The third and fourth factors are correspondingly weaker. The third 

appears to report a theme of pragmatic acceptance of the utility and 

effectiveness of welfare; the fourth dissatisfaction with present 

provision, allied to support for welfare in principle.

The general structure of attitudes was then explored by relating the 

indices to variables that represented social circumstances, party support 

and social imagery in regression equations. As can be seen from Table 6 

the equations did not explain much of the variance in the factors and 

attention is therefore focussed on the significance of correlations.

Two points are of most interest. First there is little relation between 

social circumstances or party and general attitudes to welfare, although 

higher income and conservative supporters tended to question the integrative

effects of state welfare. The second point is the importance of individual
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satisfaction in contributing to attitudes. The perception that one gets value 

for money correlates well with pragmatic acceptance of the welfare state and 

contradicts the view that it undermines social responsibility or is inadequate.

It is less powerfully associated with the view that welfare binds society closer 

together.

The keynote of the analysis of general attitudes is of ambivalence in support 

for the welfare state. There is strong support for the principle of state 

welfare but concern at its practice. There is a widespread feeling of disquiet 

at welfare as a public burden. The pattern of attitudes at large is relatively 

homogeneous across the population as is the case with perceptions of particular 

services. The strongest link with the overall judgements of support for welfare 

is with personal satisfaction at the 'value for money' gained from the system.

The evidence does not support the suggestion that the mass of the population 

has recently turned against the welfare state. This is likely to be based on 

over-generalisation from perceptions of minority services. The historical 

data presented by Klein reinforces the view that the most salient feature of 

attitudes in this area is of continuity over time. The high-spending services 

for the mass of the population are supported by most people. Despite this there 

is some evidence of a general concern at the operation of the welfare state in 

relation to cherished values and at its redistributive aspects. How does this 

relate to the second claim of new crisis theory, that there is popular support 

for the denationalisation of state welfare services?

Support for Private Market Provision

The expansion of the private sector in welfare is a major policy aim of the 

1979 and 1983 Conservative governments. 'The balance of our society has been 

increasingly tilted in favour of the state: this election may be the last 

chance we have to reverse that process' Mrs. Thatcher wrote in her introductory 

statement to the 1979 manifesto (1979> p»l). Does this reflect the pattern in popular 

demands ?
The strongest evidence of popular preferences for market welfare comes from a 

series of studies commissioned by the Institute of Economic Affairs. Since the 

findings have occasioned considerable controversy and important issues of method 

are raised, the most recent will be discussed in some detail. The 

central argument is that: 'it is no longer possible to doubt
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tional and educational background, and apparently contrasting political 

sympathy reflect a growing preference - showed by a clear majority in

1978 - for changes in policy that would enable families to choose 

education and health services outside the state' (Harris and Seldon,

1979 p. 201). The welfare state is seen as an agency of coercion, 

forcing people to pay taxes to finance collective services which they 

would prefer to buy as individuals in a market system. This thesis it 

is claimed, is supported by evidence in three main areas.

First, support for the general principle of allowing citizens to 

contract out of state provision and use private welfare. Four-fifths 

of the sample opposed the policy of preventing people from paying 'extra 

for themselves for services they need' outside the welfare state. Faced 

with a choice between increased taxation for better welfare services for 

all; reduced taxation to provide only for people in need; and the contin­

uation of the present system with an option to contract out of both tax 

and service-receipt, majorities favoured the third option. The propor­

tions were not markedly different for the various sex, age and occupat­

ional groups reported, and only slightly lower among labour supporters.

The design of the question is open to criticism in the implicit 

assumption that all three options are ways of improving service to the 

individual, and in interpretation. A preference for maintaining the 

present system (in the sense of current tax for current welfare) may 

not fit any of the categories neatly.

The second aspect to the IEA study rests on the argument that rational 

measurement of individual policy preferences requires that alternatives 

be compared. Many surveys discuss tax and welfare independently, without 

suggesting that changes in one area may well have implications for the 

other. Following the logic of such questions there is a strong (and
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less tax to present tax and more welfare to present standards. To avoid 

this the study compares voucher systems with tax-financed state provision 

to see what people are prepared to pay for private welfare. For education, 

about 30 per cent of the sample would add two-thirds to a one-third state 

voucher to pay school fees, and about £0 per cent were prepared to add one-third 

to a two-thirds voucher. For health care 51 per cent were prepared to add 

half the cost to a half-price voucher. In all cases, non-manuals and 

Conservative supporters were slightly keener on vouchers.

Again, problems arise in interpretation. The question describes the 

voucher as 'a gift' anddoes not make clear its relation to taxation. The 

funding of services for those who do not or cannot buy or insure is not 

discussed. However, it seems that substantial public support for such a 

system exists. For example, a feasibility study carried out by Kent County 

Council in Ashford district in 1976 found that 68 per cent of parents 

felt denied adequate school choice in the present state system and would 

welcome a voucher scheme to extend their options. Some 20 per cent would 

wish to use vouchers to move into the private sector were this possible 

(Kent County Council, 1978» ch. I4.). Although plans for a voucher scheme are 

now abandoned, the indication of popular dissatisfaction with the state 

remains.

The.third section of the IEA study considers readiness to pay more tax 

to fund desired increases in expenditure. People were first asked whether 

they wanted more spent on any of four major areas in education and health 

care at the expense of another. Just under a half advocated such re­

distribution within education and about a third in health care. These 

questions were followed up by asking if respondents would pay more tax, 

rather than transfer from budgets in other areas, to fund the increase.
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Under half were willing to do so. Taken as estimates of numbers willing 

to pay more tax for more welfare, these figures are likely to be too low.

The screening question assumes redistribution within the overall service 

budget, and removes those who oppose cuts in ary aspect of the area. The 

strongest advocates of state welfare might hold this view.

Overall, it is possible to suggest that the study suffers problems of 

design and interpretation which lead to exaggeration of support for the 

private sector. However, there is evidence that substantial numbers in 

the population would prefer reductions in state expenditure on the 

services in question and the opportunity to contract out to the private 

sector from other studies. This impression is reinforced by the 

democratic success at the 1979 and. 19^3 elections of a party identified 

with control of welfare expenditure, and by the lack of sustained mass 

opposition to welfare cuts. Moreover, recent years have seen considerable 

expansions in private health insurance where membership of schemes has 

roughly doubled between 1971 and 19^3 and occupational pensions where 

the numbers covered have increased from £0 to over 60 per cent of the 

labour force over the same period (CSO, 198U> P* 111; Ritchie, 1983j p. 13)» 

This evidence must be treated with caution for three reasons. First, the 

expansion of these schemes is in large measure the outcome of negotiations 

between corporate bodies such as trade unions and employers, and the 

balance of advantage may be influenced by government fiscal and wages 

policies and the desire to control aspects of the lives of the work­

force. Secondly, both areas receive very considerable subsidies from 

the state (see Field, 1981, pp. 159-185)* In this sense, current 

expansion may be better seen as a change in the form of state welfare, 

rather than a shift away from collective provision. Thirdly, the 

expansion does not seem to be paralleled in the case of education, 

despite considerable public subsidies. This suggests that forces other than
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it seems unlikely that the expansion of private welfare through 

occupational enrolment would take place without the passive compliance 

at the least of the workforce, which indicates that private welfare is 

not actively opposed.

In the Medway study,the questionnaire explored respondent's knowledge 

of private welfare, their perceptions of its effect on society and on 

recipients and their preferences between private and public provision.

The principle focus was on education and health care services, although 

some questions were .asked about occupational and private insurance pensions 

and home ownership, and state subsidies for them through the fiscal system.

There was a high degree of awareness of the existence of private schemes: 

all of the sample had heard of private education; 814. per cent of 'private 

health insurance schemes', like BÏÏPA for example; and 93 per cent of occupational 

pension schemes. Membership of such schemes varied: 12 per cent were members 

of private health insurance schemes; 7 per cent had been to independent 

schools themselves and 7 per cent had children at such schools; and k 9  per 

cent were members of occupational pension schemes. Men and members of higher 

income groups were much more likely to be members of private schemes.

To explore the issue of popular support for private welfare two kinds of 

questions were used, to distinguish opinions about the principle of private 

provision from personal preferences between state and market. The first 

concerns popular tolerance for contracting out of the welfare state. To 

escape the problem of accounting for the effect of preference for private 

market provision by some groups on the position of those continuing to use 

state services, the viability of the principle of contracting out was 

assumed. In addition, motives for choice and their relation to need were
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ignored. The survey asked: 'should people be allowed to stop paying 

towards (the relevant state service) and choose (the relevant private 

service) if they want to?1 The pattern of responses is largely similar 

to that found by Harris and Seldon. About three-quarters of the sample 

approve the principle of tolerance of the right to contract out of 

state welfare for private education and health-care provision and 

occupational pension schemes. The slightly lower level of support 

may be due to the different wording of the question. The most striking 

feature of the responses is their homogeneity. There is little relation 

to class or income which might be connected to capacity to pay for private 

provision. The only significant associations (at the 0.05 level by chi- 

squared) revealed by crosstabulation with social and political variables 

are rather greater support by women for tolerance in all three areas, by 

conservative supporters in relation to education and pensions and by those 

with dependent children for education. The relation with gender is not 

immediately obvious. It is interesting that party identification does 

not relate to tolerance in the field of private health care.

The second strand to exploration of market preference attempted to elicit 

more concrete choices. In the case of health care and education respondents 

were asked 'if it cost you the same to use state as private provision which 

would you choose?' The questions were designed to evade the difficulties 

of evaluating the relative direct and indirect costs of different voucher and 

other schemes. They were asked at the end of the sections on private 

provision so that respondents would already have considered aspects of private 

and state provision. In addition, people were asked if all firms should run 

occupational pension schemes.

In the case of health care and education, majorities of about two-thirds 

chose private provision. Low income and manual groups and labour supporters
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expressed weaker preferences (significant at the 0.05 level by chi- 

squared), but in no category did less than 55 per cent favour the market 

option. Interest and political affiliation play a minor role in deter­

mining attitudes. The impression of a homogeneous opinion favouring 

market welfare is reinforced.

A follow-up question asking reasons for choice in the case of health 

care found those who chose the M S  split roughly two-thirds/one-third 

between the ground of previous favourable experience of treatment 

(63 per cent) and the argument that state health services need support 

(36 per cent); those who chose private provision did so mainly on the 

grounds that standards were better (51 per cent) or that service was 

quicker (38 per cent). Dissatisfaction with the M S  played a small 

role (9 per cent) and appeals to an ideal of free choice in the market 

were relatively insignificant (2 per cent). It seems likely that it is 

a calculus of self-interest based on life-experience and belief rather 

than values about the role of state and market that is important in 

this area. The question about occupational pension provision indicated 

strong overall support (89 per cent) very slightly more evident among 

manuals, lower income households and Conservatives.

Further questions on the desirability of fiscal support for private 

services were asked later in the questionnaire. These showed strong 

support for tax relief on private pension and insurance schemes (60 per 

cent of the sample) and even stronger support for tax relief on mortgage 

interest payments (85 per cent) largely undifferentiated by social group or 

political support. A follow-up showed that most respondents favoured mortgage 

interest relief as a subsidy because they got it or were likely to (61+ 

per cent). Only 6 per cent argued that this helped needy groups such 

as first-time buyers and 26 per cent argued in more abstract terms that 

owner-occupation reduced the burden on direct state provision of 

council housing. Seventy per cent of the minority who opposed mortgage
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relief thought that the subsidy was unfair to those who could not afford 

to buy. As in the case of private health care, opinions about subsidies 

seem to relate closely to ideas about self-interest. This appears to 

provide some support for Dunleavy's view that self-interest links with 

consumption sector location and thus with demands for state subsidy.

An interesting issue concerns the relation between support for public 

and private welfare. Many writers see state and market in opposition 

in the way that some politicians suggest that 'rolling back the frontiers 

of the state1 and 'expansion of the market' are synonymous. Thus Harris 

and Seldon's concern at the expansion of the state is rooted in the 

belief that there is popular support for more private services, and 

this implies less welfare state. How is the evidence of support for the 

mass welfare state services and for the private sector presented so far 

to be reconciled?

Harris and Seldon argue that the failure in many surveys of satisfaction 

with state welfare to provide clear statements of the price to respondents 

of the choices they are being asked to make leads to confusion. Prom 

their standpoint this precisely reflects the political practice of the 

welfare state in which politicians often have an interest in concealing 

from citizens the cost of attractive manifestos to secure support. 

Alternatives must be priced to reflect the realities of public choice.

While surveys such as those of Butler and Stokes in 1963 1966 pose

tax reduction and spending on services as simple alternatives (197 +̂» pp. 

I468 and I498) more recent studies such as the 197U Eurobarometer survey 

and Gallup polls since 1975 point out to the respondent that cutting tax 

means cutting services and vice versa (Coughlin, 1980, p. 131;; Rose, 1983, 

p. 15)• Perhaps the most sophisticated approach is contained in a postal 

survey carried out in 1980, which asked respondents to allocate 'fiscal
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vouchers' between tax cuts and service spending (Hockley and Harbour,

1982). The results from all these studies are not markedly dissimilar.

Critics of the 19^0's approach argue that the pricing of voucher alter­

natives to state provision in the IEA study is unsatisfactory since the 

issues of the finance of the voucher, respondent's preferences for welf­

are provision for those who are unable to enter the welfare market and 

the extent of provision funded by the voucher are not discussed (Golding 

et al 1982, p. 156; Forsyth, 1966 , p. 93)« However, it seems that data 

from other studies supports the general contention of a demand for 

private welfare suppressed by governmental coercion. Conversely, evidence 

of satisfaction with state services reported by Klein and others seems 

immune to this criticism. People's reports of satisfaction may become 

more muted when the burden of taxation is introduced, yet there still 

appear to be majorities in favour of most state provision.

In order to make clear to respondents to the Medway study the fact that 

provision means taxation a series of questions were asked in relation to 

eight services to find out whether people supported changes in expenditure 

and were ready to pay for what they wanted. A baseline of current expenditure 

was provided on a card given to the respondent, expressed as the number of 

pounds out of each £100 spent on welfare going to each service. This 

communicated a rough idea of the relative cost of current provision and 

thus the relative fiscal impact of changes in that provision . The 

answers (Table 7) give a more concrete measure of support than that 

provided in Table 2.

Very few respondents favoured reductions in expenditure, except in the 

case of child benefit where the proportion was one-third. The rank ordering 

of support loosely reflected that of support for provision and was more 

closely related to order of restrictions (Spearman's coefficient .77,
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significant at the .01 level). It correlated highly with the ranking of 

corresponding services in the IEA study in order of support for more 

expenditure (coefficient .90, significance level*01 )»(Harris et al, 1979» 

p. 129). Considerable proportions of those who favoured more expenditure 

were willing to pay more in tax - the lowest proportions being for ion- 

favoured services, such as child and unemployment benefit. Even here 

over half of those who supported more expenditure reported willingness 

to find the money.

This evidence indicates considerable support for the welfare state, 

both the principle of provision and the concrete level of willingness to 

pay tax. The rank order correlations indicate that preferences for 

expenditure and restriction correlate more highly with each other than 

either does with abstract support for the provision of the service. Moral 

notions of desert on the one hand and practical considerations of financial 

self-interest on the other may combine to moderate support for welfare.

The directions of such influences seem parallel, perhaps because the moral 

outgroups also constitute relative minorities.

The relation between these opinions and variables that related to need 

and political identification were then explored. The work of Whiteley 

indicated that these two factors are the best predictors of scores on a 

welfare spending index produced by re-analysis of the Î 9 7 k  General 

Election Survey data (1981, p. I467). First, the data was dichotomised 

between social and political subgroups and rank-order correlation 

coefficients were computed to compare the orderings among high income 

and low income and manual and non-manual households; men and women; those 

over and under forty; those with and without dependent children; and 

conservative and labour party supporters, along the dimensions of support 

for the existence of benefits; for restriction to some members of the



5 b

relevant need group; and for more public expenditure on them. In all 

cases the coefficients between orderings by each value of the social 

variables were in excess of .8 5 and significant at the 0 .0 5 level.

This confirms the impression of homogeneity of opinion about the 

relative priority of different needs among groups that might plausibly 

be expected to have differing interests, or to be influenced by 

different political ideologies.

A more detailed examination involving crosstabulation indicated a 

number of significant relations (by chi- squared at the 0 .0 5 level).

These seem to be plausibly related to ideas of interest in the particular 

service. For example, age and the presence of dependent children in 

the household relate most strongly to enthusiasm for unrestricted child 

benefit, and more expenditure on education; income and class relate to 

restrictions and expenditure; women support the provision of child benefit 

and expenditure on single parents' benefit; manual workers support council 

housing; and political party supporters follow party principles, especially 

in relation to services for traditionally 'undeserving groups. Opinions follow 

a complex pattern which is clearly influenced by personal circumstances.

The pattern, however, is a sub-theme: the dominant note is the overall 

consistency of ordering between the various sub-groups. Opinions about 

state welfare display the strong homogeneous public support that Klein and 

Whiteley identify in this country and Cooke and Fifield in the United States 

of America, especially for high-spending services for deserving needs. The 

study went on to analyse the relation between support for public and private 

welfare by crosstabulating attitudes to public and to private provision.

Those who wish to use evidence of support for the private sector as ammunition 

for an attack on the welfare state (like Harris and Seldon) or as an indi­

cation that substantial changes are called for (like Bosanquet ) assume

that attitudes to market and state are in a contradictory relation. Thus
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opposition to the state is taken t0 imply support for the market and vice 

versa. The pattern of the data indicates that attitudes are more complex.

Opinions were examined in three areas - health care, education and 

pensions-corresponding to most peoples' experience of alternatives to 

the welfare state. Opinions about state welfare were dichotomised between 

support for increases and other attitudes in order to give a relatively 

strong measure of attitudes to expenditure. The relatively large numbers in 

the sample who wanted the level of expenditure maintained could be 

plausibly explained by inertia on the part of the respondent or an 

unwillingness to commit oneself to a particular opinion. Support for 

private provision was measured along two dimensions for health care and 

education: tolerance of contracting out at the level of principle, and 

concrete preferences for private services for oneself. Only the former 

question was asked about occupational pensions. Forty-nine per cent of the 

sample were in such schemes, but piloting indicated that concrete prefer­

ences were difficult to elicit, because most people saw membership as a 

matter of collective negotiation rather than individual choice. Table 8 

shows the results. The striking point is that in only one out of the five 

tables displayed is there a significant relation between support for state 

and non-state provision. This is in the case of concrete preferences for 

private health care. Since the NHS which provides care free at the point 

of demand (in many cases) is often regarded as 'the most socialist of the 

social services' this is the area in which the most prominent differences 

should be expected. Yet even here I4.2 per cent of the sample either 

supported state expenditure yet would choose private care or vice 

versa.

The complexity of the relation between support for public and private 

care is borne out in re-analysis of the IEA's own data set. While this 

does not contain direct questions about support for state welfare which 

may be contrasted with support for the private sector, data is available on
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attitudes to the public sector. One concern of the study was with the 

unresponsiveness of supposedly representative government to what people 

really want. This argument derives from the claim by writers like 

Niskanen (1971) that the advanced capitalist state is more responsive to 

well-organised producer interests, not least in its own bureaucracies, 

than to relatively diffuse consumer demands. In addition, recent 

analysis of the workings of democracy by public choice theorists demonstrates 

that it is entirely possible for the outcome of a ballot to be support 

for policies that few people actually want because opposition to the most 

cherished policies of particular groups may cancel itself out (Riker,

1982, ch. 2).

The IEA study accordingly asked people questions about how they would 

like expenditure on seven main areas of government activity redistributed.

The areas were: retirement pensions, the NHS, council housing, education, 

unemployment benefit, defence and road building. Not surprisingly the 

preferences of ordinary citizens turn out to be 'clearly different from 

the political priorities imposed by the decisions of governments' (

1979» p« 130)* The extent of the coercion implicit in the use of tax­

payers money need not concern us here. The interesting point is that 

a measure of support for spending on state welfare, as opposed to non­

welfare items, may be derived from the evidence. A two-value variable 

was constructed to measure support for state health care, distinguishing 

those who wanted more spent on this area of policy at the expense of non­

welfare areas. Table 9 shows the relation between attitudes to state and 

market provision for health care in the IEA data - as we argued above the 

area where the two come into most striking opposition. The analysis 

contrasts support for redistribution from other areas of state activity 

to the NHS with support for health care vouchers and the principle of
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contracting out. As in the Medway survey data, there is no significant 

relation. Opinions about private and public provisions are not located 

at opposite ends of a single dimension, nor do they stand in a contra­

dictory relation which obeys a simple law of excluded middle. Harris 

and Seldon move from their evidence of a 'growing preference ... for 

changes in policy that would enable families to choose education and 

health services outside the state' to the claim that 'state spending 

... on schools and health services a.. increasingly fails to reflect 

the wishes' of the electorate (1979» pp. 201-2). This is to overrun their 

evidence. The similar pattern of findings from the 1981 Medway study 

indicates that state and private sector do not stand in simple opposition 

in public opinion, and that the use of the IEA's data as evidence of 

declining support for the welfare state is therefore misleading. 

Similarly, the transition made by Whiteley from evidence 'that welfare 

spending is still popular among the great majority of the electorate' to 

the view that 'the general climate of public opinion ... will not accept 

a fundamental dismantling of the welfare state' (1981, p. 1+73) may also 

be illusory. The analysis of the ambiguities and contradictions in 

public opinion indicates that we can talk neither of a simple shift to 

the right against the welfare state, nor of whole-hearted support for it.

The relationship between support for public and private welfare and 

social circumstances, political support and other attitudes was further 

explored in multivariate equations. Six separate measures of support 

for state welfare were used. These were indices created by adding up 

responses to some of the questions listed in Tables 2 and 6. The first 

three covered the degree of support for universal provision of all 

services, the group of favoured services and the group of unfavoured 

services by the state. The second triad measured the extent to which
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people wanted more spent on all, favoured and unfavoured provision. These 

indices provide rough measures of support for universal state welfare in 

the abstract and for more concrete willingness to pay the taxes to fund it. 

Abstract measures of support for private health care and education and 

occupational pensions were provided by the answers to questions about 

whether people should be allowed to contract out of the welfare state 

for these kinds of provision. More concrete measures concerned people's 

preferences for private and fiscal welfare.

The public sector indices were analysed in ordinary least squares 

equations, the private sector dichotomised answers in logit models. The 

amount of variance in answers explained is limited, an indication of the 

crudeness of the measures used. Attention to the significance of the 

explanatory variables provides a rough measure of their relative importance 

(Tables 10 and 11 ).

The explanatory variables are of four kinds: first the value-judgements 

about the impact of state welfare society listed in Table 2; secondly the 

social circumstances of the respondent including social class, age, tenure 

and number of dependent children; thirdly political support; and fourthly 

whether or not they felt in need of the relevant state service. Details 

of the variables are given in Table 12, and in the appendix. The model 

underlying the analysis attempts to add measures of subjective judgements 

to the variables specifying political and social location used by other 

studies (Whiteley, 1981; Crewe and Sarlvik, 1983; Lewis, 1980).

The pattern of attitudes is complex. A number of points emerge.

First political support is a much weaker explanatory factor in attitudes 

to state welfare than to the private sector. The relative weakness of 

a measure of political support (to which just over half the sample did 

not respond) than voting intention may minimize the impact of this factor 

in general, but would not explain this difference. Secondly, social circumstances
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generous in support for spending than men). The pattern of support for 

private welfare follows in general plausible lines of self-interest. Thirdly 

subjective factors appear much more important in relation to the state than 

private welfare. For the private sector, only concern at the cost, impli­

cations for care forrelatives and the extent of interference in peoples lives 

of the welfare state were in any case significant at more than .1 level. In 

relation to the state sector a whole range of value judgements emerge as 

important, more so for judgements at the abstract than the concrete level 

and for unfavoured than favoured services. The significance of judgements 

of need is also important in this area. Corresponding questions were not 

asked about private welfare.

This analysis provides a rough guide to the relative importance of different 

issues in influencing peoples' opinions about public and private welfare. The 

imperfections involved in using such techniques on attitude data of the kind 

available must be b o m  in mind. It may be suggested, however, that the lack 

of conflict between support for state and private welfare may be in part due 

to the different structure of attitudes in each area. Support for the private 

sector is more a matter of party preference, social location and concern at the 

tax burden of the welfare state. Support for public provision is more homo­

geneous through society and concerned with a generalised pattern of ideological 

differences and differences in judgements of need and risk.

Dunleavy posits a dichotomy of felt interest between those located predom­

inantly in private and in public consumption sectors. He focuses on private 

housing and car ownership as the key indicators of private sector consumption. 

The evidence presented here suggests that a more complex pattern of ideas 

emerges if access to private health care and education is taken into account. 

There is strong support for these schemes and for fiscal subsidies to private 

insurance. However this support does not go hand in hand with a denigration of 

the corresponding state service. The structure of attitudes is not of a simple 

opposition of state and non-state sectors.

59
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We move on to consider the third theme in new crisis theory's discussion 

of attitudes - the question of how far the current of opinion contradicts the 

gains made by women.

Welfare and Women

It is noticeable that in the general homogeneity of support for state welfare 

there are no marked associations with sex, apart from women's support for more 

state spending. Women also show greater tolerance for opting out to private 

health care and education, but less support for fiscal subsidies for mortgages 

and private pension schemes. This may be explicable by a simple notion of 

individual self-interest, since the women in the sample were less likely to 

be taxpayers or to have mortgages than the men. However they are equally 

likely to be members of households affected by these systems. The issue of the 

effect of current policies on women's interests was explored in more depth in 

relation to specific topics.

Feminist discussion of the impact of the changes in the welfare state on women 

has centred mainly on the assumptions made about the dependency of women in the 

family and their consequent availability to care for dependent groups (for example, 

Land, 1978, p. 257; Ungerson, 1981, p. 1; Rose and Rose, 1982, p. 8; Finch and 

Groves, 1980, p. 1+87). Changes in demographic and employment patterns over the 

last twenty years are imposing fresh pressures on women. The collision is between 

the expansion in the numbers of single parents coupled with the demand for 

community care for the elderly and other dependent groups and the increased 

tendency for women - especially married women - to enter paid employment. Conse­

quently the questions asked in the Medway study concerned two areas: state care 

for dependents and social security for lone parents. These issues have not been 

explored in depth in other surveys, although there is some work on attitudes to 

community care (West et'. al 198!iCooke, 1979)*

The section of the questionnaire which exploited attitudes to dependants on 

the family was described 'as about services the government might provide so that 

women would have less to do in looking after dependent members of the family'. 

Attention was concentrated deliberately and overtly on the role of women as carers.
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Three particular issues were picked out. There was considerable support for 

day care for pre-school children, for home care services for the elderly and 

for residential accommodation for them. In each case there was majority 

support for universal availability ('to all who want them') and opposition 

to means-testing (Table 2).

Day care was valued as much for its social and educational benefits as for 

its capacity to release women for work. There was support for restricting 

home care services for the elderly only to those not living with their 

families, but little enthusiasm for restricting residential care in this 

way. This furnishes evidence of substantial minority allegiance to a family 

ethic despite the level of support for state provision of services. This is 

borne out by detailed examination of replies to an open-ended question 

probing reasons for support for the service. Forty seven per cent of those 

who wanted state child-care favoured it on the grounds that it aided the 

development of the child, rather than that it helped women who worked. Nearly 

30 per cent of those who wanted home support for the elderly favoured it for 

the reason that this group was better off with their family. This coincides 

with the overall judgements given in response to general questions about the 

impact of the welfare state on family life (Table 3): half the sample thought 

the welfare state 'makes people less ready to look after their relatives' 

(against 37 per cent who disagreed - statement H). Forty per cent thought 'it 

makes people take less responsibility for their children' against 1±9 per cent 

who took the opposite view (statement q).

These statements and the specific opinions about particular services were 

all crosstabulated with sex and presence of dependent children, but did not 

show any significant relationship except in the case of the follow-up questions 

about old person's home provision. Those with dependent children were 

significantly more likely to favour the provision of this service without 

restriction by means-test or the availability of relatives to care for the 

elderly person. Attitudes to the family and welfare appear as a general
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ideology without any clear recognition of interest associated with sex.

The level of support for day care for pre-school children indicates that 

enthusiasm for this service (which has never existed on a large scale in 

the welfare state, and which constituted one of the first four demands 

of the women's movement) is widespread.

This finding parallels that of an extensive study of attitudes to 

community care in Scotland. This survey developed the issue of support 

for care in the community and concluded: 'what the public want is not 

care by the community, nor residential care except in specific circumstances, 

but a range of community-based services which best serve the interests of 

dependency groups and alleviate the burden on carers ... it is advocacy of 

a continued partnership between the family and the welfare state, in which 

the former does not replace the latter'. (West, Illsley and Kelman, 198)4, p.29E>).

Opinions about two welfare benefits of special relevance to women (a single 

parent's benefit and widow's benefit) were explored. Ninety per cent of single 

parents are female and no specific benefit exists for this group, although 

the Finer Committee recommended a means-tested Guaranteed Maintenance Allowance 

in 1974- and demands for this measure have re-echoed ever since.

Both widow's and single parent's benefits received strong support (from 

98 per cent and 90 per cent of the sample respectively: Table 2). The 

difference lies in attitudes to the organisation of benefits. Just over 

half of those who thought there should be a lone parent benefit wanted 

it restricted on specific criteria, as against I4I4. per cent for widow's benefit. 

The difference became more striking as particular systems of restriction were 

explored. Nearly 90 per cent wanted lone parent's benefit restricted by income 

level as against 60 per cent for widow's benefit. The availability of 

family support was seen as more important in deciding levels of lone 

parent then widow's benefit, although in both cases, considerable
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majorities thought this irrelevant.

A similar question on support was asked in relation to retirement 

pension and unemployment benefit, with majority opposition to restriction 

of benefit if family support were available in all cases. Support for 

the encroachment of state welfare on the family ethic, as far as social 

security goes seems considerable. A further aspect of social security 

dependency was explored in relation to unemployment benefit. This is the 

system whereby couples are considered as a unit for the purposes of the 

system and benefit paid to the husband for both (unless the wife has a 

separate contribution record, in which case she will receive benefit for 

herself while he gets his own benefit and dependant's allowance for 

children). The question asked 'in cases where both are unemployed, 

should the benefit be paid to the husband or to the wife?' A small 

majority (53 per cent of those who answered) favoured the wife as 

recipient, contradicting official practice.

Overall, it seems that the thesis that a powerful family ethic demands 

that women remain in the home available to care for children and other 

dependants and that their social security rights should be related 

to their position in the family, is not supported. However there is 

a moderate measure of enthusiasm for restricting state services so that 

the primary responsibilities of families for elderly relatives and young 

children are not eroded, and some general concern at the extent to which 

the welfare state undermines family commitment to care. The questions 

asked here only scrape the surface of the area, which has been little 

explored. The fact that opinions do not relate closely to gender indicates 

that an overall ideology rather than a particular interest is being expressed. 

The pattern of homogeneity found in other areas of opinions is again evident.
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This review of evidence on people's attitudes to public welfare, priv­

atization and welfare for women indicates that there has been no strong 

shift against the welfare state. To the contrary the main services are 

as strongly supported as they have been at any time since the war.

The accounts of welfare backlash appear to be based on extrapolation 

from particular areas of the welfare state in which there is popular 

concern, or from the incorrect assumption that support for the market 

implies antagonism to the state. This disquiet is not the main theme 

occuring through the pattern of attitudes as a whole.

The structure of opinion is complex. The dominant note is one of 

ambivalence along two dimensions. Support for the mass welfare state 

services of pensions, the NHS and education is tempered by concern at un­

employment and low-pay benefits, council housing and lone parent's benefits. 

Perceptions of redistribution and of the welfare state as a whole show strong 

support for the principle of state welfare with some concern at the cost and 

the extent of transfer to other groups. This is the only justification for 

the 'welfare burden' model in public opinion.

The second dimension concerns the balance of support for both public and 

private sectors. The welfare state seems to attract homogeneous support among 

all social groups, even those party supporters and class and tenure groups who 

also have a tendency to favour the private sector.

In the area of welfare for women there is some ambivalence between a generalised 

concern at the impact of the state system and the family ethic. This does not 

feed through into opinions about collective care for the elderly or pre-school 

children, or rules for the adminstration of benefits. Thus the ideological 

attack on the welfare state in the seventies does not appear successful at the 

level of opinion. The strand of popular support for public provision is by no 

means threadbare. Moreover, such evidence as we have suggests that moralistic 

concern about some aspects of state spending is not a new phenomenon, but one 

which has existed throughout the history of the welfare state.
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Attitudes to Welfare Spending: the Evidence of British Election Studies (%  age)

TABLE 2:1

(a) The Earlier Studies

If the government had a choice between reducing taxes and spending more on 

the social services, which should it do?

1 2 â l 19 66 1262 1970

Tax Cuts 52 55 69 65

Social Services Increase i+1 36 21 27

Bon't Know 7 9 10 8

Number 2009 1877 1111+ 181+5

Bo you feel the government should spend more on pensions and social services, 

or do you feel that spending on social services should stay about as it is now?

12611 1966 1262 1210

More 77 55 1+3 56

As Now 20 1+1 1+1+ 36

Less (not asked) 8 1+

Bon't Know 3 1+ 5 1+

Number 1769 1877 1111+ 757

Source: Butler and Stokes, 197l+> P* 1+59
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(b) The Later Studies

Feb
12 2 k

Oct
1 2 2 k m i

Social services Social services and benefits 
have gone too far and should 
be cut back a lot 11 13 20

Cut back a bit 22 2 5 29

Social services and benefits 
should stay much as they are 3 5 3 2 26

More social services and 
benefits are needed 32 27 20

Welfare benefits Have gone much too far n/a 12 21

A little too far n/a 22 29

Are about right n/a h2 3 3

Have not gone quite far enough n/a 18 13

Not gone nearly far enough n/a 6 h

The NHS Very important that more 
money be put into the NHS n/a U7 5 2

Fairly important n/a 3 7 3 5

Doesn't matter n/a 8 6

Fairly important that more money 
should not be put into the NHS n/a 6 5

Very important n/a 2 2

Poverty Very important that more money 
be put into getting rid of 
poverty n/a 5 0 U6

Fairly important n/a 3 U 3b
Doesn't matter n/a 9 12

Fairly important that more 
money should not be put into 
getting rid of poverty n/a h 6

Very important n/a 2 2
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(b) The Later Studies cont'd

Feb Oct
1214  1214  m i

Redistribution Very important that income
and wealth be redistributed
in favour of ordinary people n/a 23 23

Fairly important n/a 31 27

Doesn't matter n/a 19 22

Fairly important that income 
and wealth should not be 
redistributed in favour of 
ordinary people n/a 17 16

Very important n/a 10 10

Number: 22+31 2281+ 1871

Sarlvik and Crewe, 19^3» PP* 169, 
Sarlvik and Crewe, 197U> P* 280

Source: 170, 191, 193
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TABLE 2:2

Rank Orderings of Judgements about how Welfare Services should be Provided. (N = 2l|0)

Percentage agreeing that the service should be:

Service provided 
by the 
state;

available 
to all 
members 
of the 
need 
group;

not re­
stricted 
by
income;

not re­
stricted 
by
contri­
bution
record;

not re­
stricted 
by how 
one came 
to be in 
need;

not re­
stricted 
by
available
family
support;

at a 
level 
approa­
ching an 
average 
wage.

Favoured Services:

Old Age 
Pension 99 (1=) 62 (2=) 63 (2=) 31+ (3=) — 92 (1=) 79 (1=)

Sick and 
Disabled 98 (1=) 73 (2=) 60 (2=) 82 (1=) - - 82 (1=)

Old
Persons * 
Homes 98 (1=) 73 (2=) 78 (1) _ _ _ 73 (3=) .

Home Care 
for the 
Elderly 96 (1=) 61+ (3=) 69 (2=) . 1 1+2 (6) .

Education - 9 k  (1) - - - - -

Widow’s 
Benefit 97 (1=) 36 (7) 39 (6=) 79 (1=) - 90 (1=) 80 (1=)

National
Health
Service - 38 (3=) 66 (2-) - - - -

Unfavoured Services:

Unemployment
Benefit 93 (6=) 31 (11=) 31+ (9=) l+o (3=) 28 (3) 61 (3) 56 (5=)

Low Paid 
Benefit 72 (8=) 36 (1 1=) 28 (9=) 31+ (3=) 72 (1) - 30 (3=)

Lone
Parent
Benefit 90 (6=) «  (8=) 12 (12=) 38 (2) 68 ( k = ) 76 (1=)

Council
Housing - 1+3 (8=) 1+0 ( 6 = ) - - — —

Child
Benefit 71 (8=) 3 k  (1 1=) 31 (9=) us (3=)
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Unfavoured Services cont'd

Day Care 
for Pre- 
School

1+6 71

Children

Average

62 (10)

88

U 2  (8=)

5k

1+2 (6-) 
1+6 51

Note: The numbers in brackets are rank-orderings; percentages which are not 
significantly differentiated by correlated T-tests at the 0.05 level 
are treated as of equal rank.
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TABLE 2:3

Value-Judgements on the Welfare State (%age: N=2l+0)

The system of taxes and benefits that many people call the welfare state:

Agree Neutral Disagree

A. Makes people more ready to help 
each other 20 10 70

B. Makes people less willing to look 
after themselves 61 13 27

C. Makes for a more caring society 28 12 60

D. Costs too much in tax 1+3 1l+ 1+1+

E. Gives people the satisfaction of 
helping others they don't know 33 18 b 9

P. Saps the will to work 60 9 31

G. Makes people more equal 30 6 61+

H. Makes people less ready to look 
after their relatives 50 13 37

I. Meets people's needs satisfactorily 28 15 58

J. Doesn't provide enough in benefits 
and services 5 b 16 30

K. Makes people who get benefits and 
services feel like second-class 
citizens 1+8 10 1+2

L. Is more or less fair h i 15 38

M. Has too many rules and regulations 70 10 20

N. Doesn't affect most people much 27 10 63

0. Helps people who don't deserve help 71 13 17

P. Gives most people value for money b Q 12 1+1

Q. Makes people take less resonsibility 
for their children b o 11 50

R. Is good in principle but needs 
reform 93 b 3

S. Helps the working class more than 
the middle class 36 15 1+9

T. Is something most people don't feel 
very involved in 69 11 20
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Table 2:3 Value-Judgements on the Welfare State cont'd

Agree Neutral Disagree

u. Causes bad feeling between tax­
payers and people who get 
benefits and services 68 8 25

V. Is necessary in a modem society 81+ 6 10

¥. Gives people a greater sense of 
security 68 9 23

X. Interferes too much in people's 
lives 31 9 60

Y. Makes for a just society 38 21 1+1

Z. Helps people who don't need help 70 8 21
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Value for Money from the Welfare State

TABLE 2;U

(a) Kinds of households thought to get the Lest value for 
of taxes and benefits taken as a whole. (%age)

money from the system

High
Income

Middle
Income

Low
Income Other Number

Whole sample 27 13 31 28 2l+0

£5,500 or less 36 9 21 35 58

£5,501 - £8,1499 30 17 21+ 29 103

£8,500 or more 16 11 1+7 25 79

(b) Taking all the benefits, services and taxes we have talked about together, 
do you think you get value for money from the welfare state? (%age)

Yes No Number

Whole sample 59 1+1 21+0

£5,500 or less 1+7 53 58

£5,501 - £8,1+99 69 31 103

£8,500 or more 51+ 1+6 79
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The system of taxes and benefits 
that many people call the welfare

TABLE 2:5

Factor Analysis of Value-Judgements on the Welfare State

state: Factor
1

Factor
2

Factor
1

Factor
k

Commun-
ality

A. Makes people more ready to 
help each other .61 -.17 .05 -.11+ .1+2

B. Makes people less willing 
to look after themselves -.21 . 66 .07 -.02 .1+9

C. Makes for a more caring 
society .68 -.29 .08 -.09 .56

D. Costs too much in tax -.11+ .38 -.03 .08 .17

E. Gives people the satisfaction 
of helping others they don't 
know . 61+ -.10 • 11+ .01 • 1+1+

F. Saps the will to work -.13 • 1+3 -.19 -.01+ .21+

G. Makes people more equal .51+ .03 .16 -.02 • 32

H. Makes people less ready to 
look after their relatives -.08 .58 - . 1 8 -.03 .38

I. Meets people's needs 
satisfactorily .26 .05 .15 -.51+ • 38

J. Doesn't provide enough in 
benefits and services .12 -.19 .03 .62 .1+3

K. Makes people who get benefits 
and services feel like second- 
class citizens -.01 .06 -.23 • 32 .16

L. Is more or less fair .12 -.12 • 29 -.1+0 .26

M. Has too many rules and 
regulations -.01+ -.03 -.16 .18 • 33

N. Doesn't effect most people 
much .06 .01 .08 -.0 9 .02

0. Helps people who don't 
deserve help -.06 .11 -.01 .01 .02

P. Gives most people value for 
money .07 - . 1 8 .25 - . 3 5 .22

Q- Makes people take less 
responsibility for their 
children -.01+ • 57 -.16 -.0 3 • 35
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Table 2:5 Cont'cL

Factor
1

Factor
2

Factor
1

Factor
k

Commun-
ality

R. Is good in principle but 
needs reform -.11 .07 .07 .31+ .11+

S. Helps the working class more 
than the middle class

COo
• .12 .07 .07 .03

T. Is something most people 
don't feel very involved in -.15 -.07

VOo
•1 . 16 .06

II. Causes bad feeling between 
taxpayers and people who get 
benefits and services -.05 .31 -.1+6 .15 .33

V. Is necessary in a modem 
society .07 -.17 • 31+ .00 .15

W. Gives people a greater 
sense of security .15 .07 • 30 -.10 .12

X. Interferes too much in 
people's lives -.11+ .11+ -.59 .11+ .1+1

y. Makes for a just society • 30 -.01+ .1+1 .02 .26

z. Helps people who don't need 
help P

C
o

•1 .23 -.0 9 .08 .08

Eigenvalue: 3-97 1.75 1.21 1.06

Percentage of variance 
explained: 37 16 11 10
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TABEE 2:6

Values and State Welfare

Predictor Varables Index 1 Index 2 Index 3 Index U
Integration Irrespon- Pragmatism Inadequacy

sibility

Circumstances :
Household Income -.16 -.17
Household Class
Sex -.18
Age
Dependent Children

Party:
Conservative .13
Labour

Imagery:
Better off get
best value -.1U
I get good value • 25 .26 -.33 .1+0 -.3 6

R2 .11 .09 .15 . 16 .13

Note: all coefficients are standardized regression coefficients, significant 
at the 0.05 level
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Support for Changes in Expenditure on Welfare Services (%age; N=2l;0)

TABLE 2;7

Service. Current 
Expenditure 
Per £100.

The Level of Expenditure 
should be:
less; the same; more.

Support for More 
Expenditure even if 
it means More Tax.

Sick and 
Disabled 
Benefits £5 2 U2 36 50

National
Health
Service £20 11 36 33 U8

State
Education £20 8 U8 bh bo

Single
Parent
Benefits £2 3 32 k3 33

Old Age 
Pension £23 6 63 31 26

Council
Housing £10 17 3b 29 20

Unemployment
Benefit £3 10 62 28 18

Child
Benefit £7 3b 3b 12 8

Note: The figures in the 'Current Expenditure' column were calculated from 'The
Government's Expenditure Plans, 1980-1 to 1983-U* Cmnd. 
781*1, HMSO, 1980, Tables 2:7, 2:10, 2:11, and 2:12.
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TABLE 2:8

Sup-port for Public and Private Health Care. Education and Pension Provision - 
the Medway Findings

Spending on state provision should he 
increased:

1. Education
Yes Ho Overall

The Level Tolerant of Yes W o 73% 73%
of Principle contracting out Ho 26% 2 7% 27%

Chi-squared = 0.1+7; probability = 0.81

Concrete Would prefer Yes 63°/o 63% 61+%
Preference private service Ho 37% 33% 3 6 %

Humber* 97 139 236

Chi-squared = •3U; probability = 0.73

2. Health Care

The Level Tolerant of Yes 67% 73% 71%
of Principle contracting out Ho 33% 23% 29%

Chi-squared = 1 .67; probability = .13

Concrete Would prefer Yes 1+8% 6 6 % 38%
Preference private service Ho 92% 3 h % 1+2%

Humber* 96 101+ 200

Chi-squared = 6.93; probability = .01

3. Pensions

The Level Tolerant of Yes 67% 70% 69%
of Principle contracting out Ho 33% 30% 31%

Humber* 70 11+9 219

Chi-squared = 0.73; probability = O .38

*Screening questions were asked to check respondent's awareness of the existence 
of private provision.
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Support for Public and Private Health Care - the IEA Findings

TABLE 2:9

1. The Level of Principle

People who want to should not be allowed to pay 
extra for themselves for services they need 
outside the NHS

Agree Neutral Disagree Don’t Know Overall

Support re-allocation 
to the NHS from other

Yes l h % 68% 65% 61% 67%

areas of state spending No 2 5 % 32% 35% 39% 3 3 %

Number 25U 101* 1593 1992

Chi-squared = 7«67; probability = 0.85

2. Concrete Preferences

Would accept a voucher covering 50% of assumed 
private health insurance costs

Support re-allocation Yes

Yes

66%

No

67%

Don't Know

69%

Overall

66%
to the NHS from other 
areas of state spending No 3 b % 33% 31% 3U%

Number 1012 81*1 139 1992

Chi-squared = 0.51; probability = O .78



79

71 ABLE 2:10

Selectivity, Expenditure and Support for Welfare

Universality Approved for: More Expenditure Supported Eor:

All
Services

Favoured
Services

Unfavoured
Services

All
Services

Favoured
Services

Unfavoured
Services

Value Judgements

7 3 Cost -.11+** -.13** -.13**
7 6 Equality .08*
7  7 Care for 

Relatives -.08* -.09*
7  9 Inadequacy .11+** . 15*** .21*** .17*** .21***
710 Stigma .12** .20*** .20*** .11+**
711 Fairness -.07* .09*
71U Undeserving -.11** -.10* -.07*
716 Care for 

Children -.13** -.20*** -.10**
7 2 2  Security .10* .11**
723 „Interference .07* .11+**

Vociai Circumstances

3ex .16*** .11+** .12**
Age
Class -.10**

Party

Conservative
Labour .08*

Felt Need

All Services .25*** .21***
Unfavoured .16*** .15***
Favoured .21+*** .22***

u2 .20 .10 cr\
CM• .20 .17 . 16

llotes: (a) *means significant at the 10% level; ** at the 5% level; *** at the 1 % level
(b) All coefficients are standardized least squares regression coefficients.
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TABLE 2:11

Attitudes to Private and Fiscal Welfare

Tolerence for: Preference for:
Occupa-
tional
Pension

Private
Health
Care

Private
Education

Private
Health
Care

Private
Education

Mortgage
Interest
Relief

Pension
Relief

Constant 2.26*** 1 .1+7*** 3.1+5*** 1 .21+* 1 .01+** 0.70 -I.60

Value Judgements 
V 3 Cost -0.20* -O.36*** -O.29**
V 1+ Altruism
V 6 Equality 0.20*

-0.21+**
0.20*

V 7 Care for 
Relatives -O.23** -0.21+** 0.25*

V 9 Inadequacy 0.17*
V10 Stigma -O.I6* -O.I8*
V16 Care for 

Children -0.20*
V23 Interference -0.19* -O.37** -0.18*

Social Circumstances
Sex -0.1+6** -0.85*** -O.29* 0.1+2* 0.1+1+**
Age -.1 1* -0.19* -0.25***
Tenure 0.68** O.38* 1 .73***
Class -0.17**

Party
Conservative 0.1+6* 0.1+6* 0.95*** 1 .21***
Labour -0.62** -O.37* -0.55*

Likelihood Ratio 18.51+*** 12.89** 11+.19*** 33.1+6*** 11+.19*** 33.55*** 10.68**

Test Statistic
R (Lave's Adjusted) 0.11 0.08 0.08 0.16 0.07 0.18 0.06

Notes: (a) The significance conventions are the same as those used in Table 10
(b) The independent variables are unstandardized logit coefficients.
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Variables Used, in the Multivariate Analysis

TABLE 2:12

Values : the welfare state

All values are coded

Social Circumstances

Sex
Age

Tenure
Class

costs too much in tax (V 3)
gives altruistic satisfaction (V I4 )
is egalitarian (V 6 )
makes people less likely to care for 
relatives (V 7)
is inadequate (V 9)
is stigmatic (V10)
is more or less fair (V11)
helps those who don't deserve help (V114.)
makes people take less responsibility 
for their children (V16)
gives a greater sense of security (V22)
interferes too much in people's lives (V23)

1 = strongly agree; 2 = agree;
3 = neutral; 1; = disagree; 5  = 
strongly disagree.

1 = Female; 2 = Male.
1 = 1 0 - 1 9  years; 2 = 2 0 - 2 9  years and 
so on up to 6 = 6 0 - 6 9  years.
1 = House Owner; 2 = Tenant.
Household class, Register-General's classification
1 = Higher Managerial; 2 = Lower Managerial;
3 = Other Non-Manual; I4 = Skilled Manual;
5 = Semi-Skilled Manual; 6 = Unskilled Manual.

Party Conservative 
Labour

1 = Conservative; 0 = Other. 
1 = Labour; 0 = Other.

Indices
See text for details of the Felt Need, Expenditure Support and Universality 
Support Indices. They are constructed so that lower values correspond to 
greater felt need, support for more expenditure and for greater universality 
respectively. Their dispersion is from 1-21 for Felt Need for all services, 
1-9 for unfavoured and 1-12 for favoured; 1-21; for Expenditure support for 
all services and 1-12 for both favoured and unfavoured; 1-16 for Universality 
support for all services and 1 - 8  for both favoured and unfavoured.
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Chapter Three: Welfare Politics from Landslide to Landslide

'Hegel wrote somewhere that history repeats itself ... he forgot 
to add the first time as tragedy, the second time as farce'.

Karl Marx, The Eighteenth 
Brumaire of Louis Napoleon.
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This chapter seeks to relate the pattern of public opinion about 

welfare issues discussed in chapters one and two to the development of 

the welfare state. The Medway survey evidence demonstrated a strong 

division in popular attitudes between support for the favoured high- 

spending state services and the unfavoured services catering for 

minorities. The pattern of support is consistent both in judgements 

about the scope of provision and in willingness to pay for services. 

Comparison with data from British Election Studies, with Klein's 

review of opinion polls since the war and with other sources indicates 

that the structure of opinions is broadly consistent over time. It 

seems likely that excessive concentration on the unfavoured services had 

led some writers to the view that there is a radical change in opinion.

The perception of self-interest in provision seems an important 

determinant of opinion although the pattern of attitudes is complex.

This again is broadly consistent with other studies which emphasize the 

role of class and consumption sector, although there appear to be no 

other attempts to measure felt interest directly.

In this sense, the view that there is a division in support for state 

and welfare is reinforced. The other issues identified as central to 

new right rhetoric on welfare in chapter one - the paradoxical dependence 

ofwomen as unpaid care-workers in families, and the celebration of private 

market welfare - do not appear to strike a resonant response in popular 

attitudes. There is little evidence of a consistent family ethic either 

in general value-judgements or in opinions about the organisation of 

particular services. In addition, there is strong support for collective 

provision to substitute for, or at least supplement women's domestic 

work. Private and occupational welfare is strongly supported, but the 

pattern of opinion does not contradict support for the welfare state.
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It does not furnish an adequate basis for the claim that there is a 

popular demand to roll back the frontiers of state provision. Ideological 

judgements seem to be the most important factors underlying opinions in 

this area. The pattern of opinions about private welfare is difficult 

to test over time, since little attention has been paid to this issue.

However, the consistency between the Medway study and the re-analysis of 

the IEA study in 1978 indicates some stability in opinions, at least in 

the recent past.

This work undermines the view that the current of public opinion has 

turned against the welfare state in the nineteen-seventies. The claim that 

the public currently reject the welfare state goes hand-in-hand with a version 

of the history of its development that harks back to a Golden Age of strong 

and consistent support for it. This version has two aspects. First the story 

is told of a passage from political consensus to political conflict, from a 

bipartisan approval of welfare in the immediate post-war period, to an 

increasingly bitter party conflict over welfare issues arising in the mid­

sixties and becoming ever more embracing as the seventies progressed. This 

links to the second strand, which stresses the development of a mass ideology 

of the new right, manipulated and nurtured by populist politicians and gaining 

an increasing ascendency in the Conservative party from which it was able to 

carry out a systematic attack on the welfare state from 1979 onwards. This 

story is infected with nostalgia for the golden age of welfare consensus.

The claim advanced in this chapter is that the manifold changes of the 

welfare state over the post-war period do not amount to much in the way of 

difference. First we discuss the post-war settlement and the period up to 

the mid-sixties, to show that many writers exaggerate the degree of political 

consensus in this period. The palmy days of the welfare state required effort 

in their production and struggle in their maintenance. Secondly, the importance 

of developing political controversy after 196k  may be less marked in its 

influence on the outcome of policy than is often suggested. Thirdly, throughout
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the post-war period, the welfare state has contained the main features 

of the new right politics enshrined as central principles of its 

organisation and practice.

The Foundation of Consensus; the Post-War Settlement

There are two important props which support the claim that the post-war 

settlement and the continuance of Labour policies into the 1951-614 

Conservative government represented a triumph of political consensus.

First, many of the social policies in the closing years of the second 

war or immediately after it were the fruit of bipartisan planning under 

war-time coalition or at any rate were effectively unopposed by Conservative 

MP’s. It is pointed out that the Conservative party remade its social policy 

over the period from 19^2 with a grudging acceptance of the Beveridge report 

in the 1 9 b 3  debate, the embracing of Keynesian principles of economic 

planning in the 'Industrial Charter* adopted at the '\ 3hrl  party conference, 

and the endorsement of official reports approving the bulk of the NHS,

National Insurance and Social Security reforms in the early 1950's. Secondly, 

in many areas the Conservative government of the fifties continued the 

patterns of post-war Labour spending on the major social programmes. Let 

us examine these claims in more detail.

The major legislative changes of the post-war settlement were the 1 9 h S  

Family Allowances Act, the I9I46 National Insurance Act and the 19^8 National 

Assistance Act that gave force to the Beveridge proposals in modified form; 

the I9I4I4 Education Act that established universal secondary education in an 

officially tripartite but in practice bipartite form and the I9I46 NHS Act. 

War-time rent controls were retained, legislation regulating planning 

passed in I9I48 and a massive council house building programme undertaken.

These tackled the major housing shortages resulting from the bombardment of 

cities and the decay of six years in which virtually no new houses had been
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completed. Economic management techniques were developed with the 

intention of maintaining high employment although war-time controls over 

raw materials and over retail consumption were relaxed during the life 

of the government. The war-time structure of mass PAYE taxation was 

retained so that the fiscal foundation of total war became that of the 

welfare state.

The bulk of these policies were the fruit of bipartisan planning.

Beveridge's report is commonly seen more as the co-ordination of existing 

demands by a wide range of groups than as the original and radical 

document its Messianic style proclaims (Thane, 1982; MacGregor 1 9 8 2 , p. 8; 

Calder, 1 9 6 9 , P* 526). Nonetheless, it was condemned by Churchill in a 

note to the cabinet as 'false hopes and visions of Eldorado' (Jones et al.

197'9, p. U8). It is probable that the arthritic support of leading 

CLonservatives in the 1 9 U3 debate on the report - in which they dwelt mainly 

on the implications of the proposals for higher taxes and insurance contri­

butions - was an important factor in the 1 9 U5  labour victory.

The 1 9 Education Act built on pre-war trends. About 1 in 10 of all 

children went to private secondary schools in 1938. Of the remainder,85 per cent 

attended elementary schools to the minimum leaving age of II4., 7 per cent went to 

selective state central schools with a technical bias and the same proportion 

to grammar schools. About half the recipients of state secondary education 

received scholarships to pay the fees. Most of those who passed the 

scholarship examinations were from middle-class backgrounds.

The 1938 Spens and 19U3 Norwood Reports recommended a tripartite 

division of secondary education into academic, technical and modem school­

ing. The Norwood Report in particular is celebrated for its claim that children 

fell into these three natural ability-types, a claim much criticised by 

contemporary writers, including Sir Cyril Burt, the foremost contemporary
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authority on intelligence testing. The support of the labour movement 

for the extension of secondary education to all children in tripartite 

form was lukewarm. However the realisation of the dream of secondary 

education for all (part of the Labour party platform since 192U) 

overcame reluctance to support divided education. The 19^4 Act which 

raised the school leaving age to fifteen, extended secondary education 

to all and abolished fees in state schools received all-party support.

The National Health Service Act of 19^6 enacted Beveridge's assumption 

of a universal, free NHS. It contained a compromise between Bevan's 

proposal of a unified service with salaried medical professionals and 

the interests of the hospitals and doctors' groups. Three nationally 

directed and financed, systems were established, covering hospital 

services, GP services and local authority maternity, child care, 

health visiting and ambulance services. The influential teaching 

hospitals retained their endowments and a measure of autonomy. The 

majority of consultants who opted for part-time NHS appointments were free 

to pursue private practice. General Practitioners, part salaried, part 

paid through capitation fees were also free to take private patients.

The Act was opposed by Conservatives at the second reading on the 

grounds that it 'sought to impose upon the medical profession a form 

of discipline which ... is totally unsuited to the practice of medicine' 

(Hansard, 30/UA-6). Subsequent pressure from doctors' interests, re­

inforced by middle-class concern at the nationalisation of medicine and 

Conservative lobbying forced an amending Act relinquishing direct salaries 

to GP's, and the abandonment of the principle that GP services should be 

provided through local authority owned health centres.

Both parties promised crash housing programmes, continued private 

sector rent control and control of planning. Housing was a major issue
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in the 19U5 election: Gallup polls indicated that four out of ten of 

the electorate identified housing as the most important single issue. 

Local authorities had built nearly a million houses by 1951, with the 

private sector contributing less than a quarter of that figure. Later 

policies indicate that a Conservative administration would have sought 

a different balance, although this is hard to demonstrate due to the 

absence of legislative debates and the reluctance of politicians to 

admit any criticism of policies that were providing housing in a period 

of acute shortage.

The principles of Keynesian economic management were largely accepted 

by the Treasury in the 19U+ White Paper on Employment Policy, which 

called for 'sufficient state intervention in the economy to ensure a 

high and stable level of employment* and argued for the retention of 

war-time controls in the transition to peace. The approach was embodied 

in the 19U7 Conservative 'Industrial Charter'. However, Conservative 

politicians repeatedly attacked the retention of rationing of consumer 

goods in the run up to the 1950 and 1951 elections and opposed the 

maintenance of war-time levels of direct taxation.

The implication of this discussion of major policy areas is that the 

'Butskellite' consensus referred to by the Economist in 1953 was not 

achieved without effort. Moreover the appearance of bipartisan agreement 

on major social policy areas can only be produced by papering over real 

rifts in policy. Analysis of the record of the 1951-61; Conservative 

government leads to the same impression.

Three major reports on the working of the welfare state were received 

in the early fifties: Phillips on Pensions (Cm: d 9333> 1951+); Guilleband 

on the NHS (Cnn d 9663, 1956); and the Government Actuary's first review 

of the National Insurance Scheme in 1951;* These endorsed the broad
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structure of the services, although they did point to future problems in 

funding pensions and in the UHS. They were accepted by the government. 

Full commitment to state welfare was only achieved in the late fifties 

with the departure of Churchill in 1955 and the accession of Macmillan 

in 1957» Under Thomeycroft's Chancellorship (1955-7) spending on 

social services was held back to a growth rate of less than 1% a year.

A strong strand in Conservative politics maintained an opposition to 

collective social policies, typified in Powell and Macleod's attack on 

the cost of social services (1952). This re-echoes Churchill's original 

criticisms of Beveridge in 191+2.

Thetheory of post-war consensus rests on the assertion of a continuity 

in policy bridging the 1951 change of government. The Conservative 

acceptance of the major reports on welfare issues has already been 

mentioned. However, there were four main discontinuities in policy 

between the 191+5-51 and 1951-61+ governments: in housing, social security, 

NHS and education policy. In the two former areas these were providing 

the basis for bitter political dispute by the late fifties.

The change of government marked a progressive shift in housing policy 

from municipal provision to support for owner-occupation achieved mainly 

through the release of building materials to the private sector. About 

two million private sector and two and a half million public sector houses 

were built over the period, private sector construction outstripping the 

public sector in i960. Support for private property is also evident in 

the 1957 de-control of much of the private rented sector and it was over 

this issue that the bitterest of controversy took place in the run-up to 

the 1959 election. However by 1961+ one family in four lived in a house 

built since 1951 and against this achievement, Labour's attacks gained 

little.

The issue of pension reform received continuous attention from both
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parties because the benefit was so low that about a quarter of recipients 

were also entitled to means-tested National Assistance throughout this 

period. A steady increase in the numbers of retired from about 1.8 million 

in 19^1 to about 2 . k  million in 1969» put an additional strain on the 

finances of the scheme. The scandal of non-take-up of means-tested 

supplementation was not officially quantified until 1966 (Ministry of 

Pensions and National Insurance, 1966) although it must have increased 

the hardship of pensioners substantially. The Labour party's National 

Superannuation scheme of 1997 proposed eamings-related pensions 

equivalent to half-pay for the entire work-force. The Conservative 

response was to increase pensions by 22 per cent in real terms in 1998 

(the largest increase in the post-war period) and introduce a stop-gap 

earnings related scheme in 1961. The real purchasing power of pensions in 

fact increased by just over 90 per cent over the life of the government, but 

pensions remained a major political issue throughout the next decade.

In the areas of the NHS and education, the discontinuities in policy 

were marked by substantial real expansions in spending on health service 

personnel and on providing schooling for the one and a half million extra 

pupils of the 'bulge' years. However the large prescription and health 

charge increases of 1993 provoked Labour attacks ( although Labour had 

itself introduced such charges in 1990). In secondary education, the 

failure to provide technical schools effectively reduced tripartition 

to grammar school/secondary modem bipartition, although the class 

division of selectivity did not become a major policy issue until the 

late sixties.

This brief review indicates that if there was a substantial measure 

of political consensus on the foundation of the welfare state, consensus 

was something that contained real political conflicts. It had to be 

continually nurtured and renewed. A second strand to the consensus approach
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points the contrast between the post-war consensus and the mounting 

conflict of later years. How adequate is the perspective that charts 

out a voyage from agreement to controversy as the continuing story of 

the welfare state?

From Consensus to Conflict; Political Controversy from the Sixties Onwards

The infection of conflict took place on two levels: theoretical and 

political. On the theoretical level the orthodoxy of welfare statism has 

been increasingly challenged. The blunt confrontation of official monetarism, 

summed up in the statement that ’public expenditure is at the heart of Britain's 

economic difficulties' in the opening sentence of the 1979 public expenditure 

white paper (Cmnd. 77U&, 1979> P* 1) provides a threat to the maintenance 

of social policy that needs no elaboration. There are many other challenges: 

Bacon and Eltis' thesis that the growth of the state sector hamstrings private 

industry by pre-empting the resource of skilled labour and directing it to 

areas where it cannot help production is well known (1976). Both Walker 

(1982, p. 11) and Gough (1979» p. 106) suggest that the argument may have 

influenced ihe thinking of the 197U—9 Labour government. In addition, the 

level of return from the welfare state is called into question. Hadley and 

Hatch summarise the case that increased investment in state welfare over the 

post-war period has not brought commensurate returns by any standards (1981, 

p. 55) and similar arguments are available elsewhere (Donnison, 1979»

Pinker, 1979; MacGregor, 1982; Judge, 1983)* However, theorising is not 

the best guide to the direction of policy.

Political controversy on welfare issues has certainly gained in 

intensity in recent years. In the area of secondary schooling, the 1961+- 

70 Labour government encouraged comprehensive reform in a circular in 

1965 and by 1970 were threatening legislation to enforce the system.
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The legislation was lost with the election, but the 196$ circular was 

immediately withdrawn in 1970* An Act making the comprehensive system 

compulsory was passed in 1976, to be repealed in turn in 1980. In the 

area of private schooling, Labour's commission of enquiry, set up in 

1965 with terms of reference 'to advise on the best way of integrating 

public schools within the state system of education1, points in a 

direction entirely opposite to the 1981 Assisted Places Scheme. Party 

approaches to council housing chart a similar course of developing 

party conflict. In the early fifties Macmillan, as housing minister, 

was vying with the Labour post-war building levels. The 1972 Conservative 

Housing Finance Act proposed sharp rent increases and a phasing out of 

central government subsidies. The 197U Labour response was a twelve- 

month rent freeze and restriction on rent rises thereafter. The 1979 

Conservative government had imposed a 53 per cent rent increase in real terms 

by the 1983 election and had sold off about one in thirteen council 

houses. The issue of rent control and security of tenure in the private 

sector provoked further conflict. The 1957 legislation decontrolled a 

quarter of a million private tenants and allowed increases for the 

remaining four and a half million. Labour legislation in 1965 provided 

mechanism for restricting the level of increases more closely. The 

introduction of shorthold tenure in 1981 provides for a completely 

decontrolled system of tenure.

Social security policy has been another area of contention. The 

debate over pensions in the late fifties mentioned earlier extended into 

the 196U and election campaigns where Labour's schemes formed a

major plank in its manifesto. By 1969 a detailed White Paper was 

produced, but the legislation became bogged down in negotiations with 

the pension industry and was lost in the election. A radically different
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scheme was proposed by Conservatives in 1971 > relying much more heavily 

on occupational provision. A modified version of the Labour scheme passed 

into law in 1973* One item in this - the mandatory link between pension- 

rates and wage-indices if these rise faster than price-indices - has 

already been abolished, and the future of pensions is under review in 

the Family Policy Group studies of February 1983* Policies on child 

support also differ: Labour increased universal family allowances in 

1967 and 1968 by a substantial amount. The Conservative government 

introduced a new means-tested benefit (Family Income Supplement in 1971)> 

probably as part of a strategy to expand the role of income-related 

social security radically in the Tax Credit Scheme set out in the 

1972 Green Paper (Cmnd. ^116). However, the Labour policy of integrating 

family allowances and child tax allowances as child benefits in 1976 was 

not opposed, and child benefits have been uprated to retain their purchasing 

power over the life of the 1979-83 government. The expansion of occupational 

sick-pay through the statutory sickness insurance scheme does represent a new 

departure in policy and one that has been strongly resisted by the Labour 

party. It has been suggested that this scheme foreshadows further privat­

isation of social security (Bull and Wilding, 1983» pp. 76-7).

Additional evidence of political conflict may be found in the abolition 

of eamings-related short-term benefits in 1981, the introduction of 

taxation of such benefits in 1983» the dilution of the Employment 

Protection Legislation of the mid-seventies by the 1980 Employment Act, 

the réintroduction of tax relief on employers health insurance contributions 

(abolished under the previous Labour government), the removal of compulsory 

national standards of school meal provision, and the support for the 

privatisation of a whole range of government services ranging from direct 

works council house building and maintenance to hospital ancillary 

services. All of these policies have generated vigorous political
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controversies in the early 1980’s.

The evidence given here details some aspects of the growing intensity 

of party debates over welfare of recent years. It suggests a climate of 

increasing political controversy, rather than a transition from a 

politics of consensus to one of conflict in the area of welfare. How 

far is this view supported by the actual development of policy itself?

Continuities in the Welfare State

In earlier sections, we questioned the extent of cosy consensus in 

the immediate post-war period. Political rhetoric must be distinguished 

from the facts of policy. Here we consider the development of policy 

from the fifties to the eighties, to explore how far the picture of 

mounting political conflict is supported by the facts.

In the major areas of state policy it is the continuities in policy 

rather than the departures of new administrations that provide the 

dominant theme. We review briefly the issues detailed above. In schooling, 

the controversies of the late sixties and seventies appear to have done little 

to affect the steady expansion of comprehensive schooling. Official statistics 

show a growth from about 10 per cent of the school population in 1965 to 

about 89 per cent by 1983- The opposition of the Conservative government 

of the early seventies appears to have achieved little more than the 

retention of a small number of state selective schools alongside 

comprehensives in some areas. This of course undermines the compre­

hensive principle. However, the change in schooling practice has 

not resulted in a charge in education to any extent commensurate with 

the difference in organisation. The authorative National Children's 

Bureau study demonstrated that the proportions of middle-class children in 

secondary modems and comprehensives were almost identical by 197U
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(Steedman, 1980). Similarly the recommendations of the Public School 

Commissions actually resulted in rather more official encouragement of 

the practice whereby local authorities pay private sector fees for 

selected pupils and in the mid-seventies, the abolition of the direct 

grant to an elite group of state schols. Most of these joined the 

private sector. The net result of this Labour attack on privilege, 

was, paradoxically, to further strengthen exclusive education.

The struggles over the role of council housing represent a real issue.

Yet they should not obscure the real Labour commitment to owner- 

occupation. The 1961j. Labour government did not reverse the previous 

government's abolition of tax on the assumed rental value of an owned 

home (in 19^3). Neither did it attack the system of mortgage relief, 

although in 1975 a ceiling was placed on the size of the mortgage which 

could command relief at a level of more than three times the mortgage 

which an average earner might obtain. The 196I+—70 government, which 

achieved the highest house-building figures of the post-war years, was 

remarkably even-handed between private and public sector construction 

averaging a little under two hundred thousand completions in each area 

annually over its lifetime. The 50 per cent decline in council house sub­

sidies between 1979 and. 1983 follows on a 30 per cent decline between 197U 

and 1979* Gough characterizes the distinctive features of 1979 Conservative 

policy aptly as 'more (or rather less) of the same' (1980, p. 9)* It is 

in the scale of rent increases and subsidy cuts and in the policies of 

council house sales and towards the private sector that the Conser­

vative government stands out. In the last mentioned area, the failure 

to achieve large numbers of short-hold tenancies suggests that this 

departure does not merit too much attention.

Social security policies also betray more continuity than rhetoric 

might suggest. The pension schemes put forward by Labour underwent
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considerable dilution of their redistributive impact and modification 

to accommodate the private sector between 1957 and 1975* The ceiling 

for the eamings-related contribution was lowered from four times 

national average earnings to one and a half times - so that the 

highest paid would contribute roughly the same as skilled manual 

workers. In addition the Treasury subvention to the scheme, which 

was derived from a potentially more progressive system of taxation 

was reduced by about a third. Occupational schemes extracted two 

important concessions: those covered by such schemes were to be 

permitted to contract out of a third of contributions and some 

benefits from the state schemes. The state scheme also undertook 

to provide full cover for wives and widows of occupational pensioners, 

and to provide for the inflation proofing of both state and private 

components of the pension. This final concession removed a lot of 

the uncertainty from actuarial calculation in a period of high 

inflation and could result in a commitment to very large subsidies.

Thus Labour accommodated the expansion of occupational pensions from 

about a quarter of the workforce in 1950 to about two-thirds in 1980. 

The expansion of means-testing has continued under both Labour and 

Conservative governments. The substantial increases in last resort 

benefits with the introduction of supplementary benefit in 1966 made 

large numbers of pensioners eligible for this benefit for the first 

time. The numbers claiming supplementary benefit have risen steadily 

through the seventies from about three million in 1971 to four million 

by 1983» and the increase in dependence on this benefit among the long­

term unemployed has extended under both Conservative and Labour 

governments.
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Unless there are radical changes in policy, government support for 

private sector schemes in health-care, education and elsewhere are 

unlikely to be sufficiently far-reaching to have much impact on the 

overall picture. Table 3:1 charts the picture of the steady expansion 

of private sector welfare over the post-war period . It can be seen 

that in most areas, particularly the two most important in terms of 

the amounts of money involved - housing and occupational pensions - 

the trend has been one of expansion. Uncertainty over the Labour 

government proposals may have played a part in delaying pension growth 

in the late sixties, and the policies of Labour in the seventies 

certainly acted as a barrier to private health care. The decline of 

private schooling does not seem to be linked to any government, and 

probably follows from the real increases in fees.

Overall there are real differences between the policies of different 

governments. However these differences are less striking than the 

continuities. These continuities express the principles that have 

underlain the development of welfare policy.

The Rigidities of the Welfare State

To begin at the Beveridge, the three features of new right 'innovation1

identified in chapter one are clearly evident throughout social policy.

Beveridge's third guiding principle for social security encapsulates a

distinction between deserving and undeserving groups, support for the

private sector and the abruption of family dependency;

'The third principle isthat social security must be achieved by 
co-operation between the state and the individual. The state 
should offer security for service and contribution. The state 
in organising security should not stifle incentive, opportunity, 
responsibility; in establishing a national minimum, it should 
leave room and encouragement for voluntary action by each 
individual to provide more than that minimum for himself and 
his family.' (19^2, p. 7)
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The principle of security 'for service and contribution' effectively 

distinguishes favoured and unfavoured groups. Plat rate benefits 

adequate to meet the contingencies of everyday life were to be provided 

to members of the insurance scheme. The feckless minority outside the 

world of steady employment and the work ethic would be dependent on 

means-tested assistance. This would be subject to rigorous testing and 

also 'to any conditions as to behaviour which may seem likely to hasten 

restoration of earning capacity' (p. 1)41). The issue of maintenance 

of work-ethic also led to the establishment of a test of availability 

for work in the administration of unemployment benefit. Part of the 

case for universal family allowance was also based on a similar consid­

eration: if such allowances were not paid to those in work, subsistence 

benefit for large families out of work might exceed wage levels and this 

was judged 'dangerous' (p. 15U).

The development of the social security system resulted in a deeper 

entrenchment of a division of claimants. The most important factors 

were two: first, the decision to 'blanket in' most of the elderly in 19U8 

at relatively low rates of insurance pension, so that it became difficult 

to raise insurance benefits above subsistence levels. This led Beveridge 

himself to repudiate policy in 1953 s 'either the government will have 

to raise the benefit rates to adequacy ... or to say ... that they have 

formally abandoned security against want without a means-test and 

declare that they drop the Beveridge report ...' (Hansard, House of 

Lords, vol. 182, col. 677)» This issue led to the proposals for earnings 

related pensions, and the final enactment of such schemes in 1975« How­

ever, the long introduction period of the scheme means that many 

pensioners will be dependent on means-tested supplementation until the

1990 ' s .
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Secondly, official decisions to reduce the rate of family allowance 

and to restrict the length of unemployment insurance in the implementation 

of Beveridge subjected further groups to means-testing. To the stigma 

of the income test has been added the misery of the division between 

long-term and short-term S.B. rates in 1971 which widens the gulf 

between deserving and undeserving recipients. The continued increase 

in the number of unemployed dependent on means-tested welfare to about 

two-thirds of this group by 1981 as the average length of unemployment 

lengthens, has led a recent commentator to describe means-tested welfare 

as assuming a 'mass role' (Fimister, 1983» P» 28).

Beveridge expressed strong support for a private sector operating in 

tandem with the state: 'in so far as voluntary insurance meets real 

needs, it is an essential part of security; scope and encouragement for 

it must be provided. The state can ensure this negatively ... by limiting 

benefits to subsistence and primary needs and ... positively by regulation, 

by financial assistance or by itself undertaking the organisation of 

voluntary insurance'. The steady expansion of private pension schemes 

mainly run by employers and subsidised and to some extent regulated by 

government is in tune with this development. The issue of the scope left 

for private pensions in state schemes has been one of the major problems 

in all pension proposals since the mid-sixties (Kincaid 1975» ch. 8;

Room, 1979, pp. 85-8, Fogarty, 1983, p. 25U).

Beveridge's assumption of the family dependency of married women as 

justifying lower benefits (sick and unemployment benefits at 80 per cent of the 

single persons level, and a 'half-test' for any pension entitlement at 

all) and a contracting out option for them and a higher rate of contri­

bution for men paying in for the couple 'as a team' has already been 

mentioned. The reforms of the mid-seventies and early eighties



100

bring married women closer to full participation in the scheme, although 

the rights to dependant's benefits are still inferior to those of men.

The basic 'liable relative' rule of social assistance, where cohabiting 

couples are treated as husband and wife still assumes household 

dependency. Beveridge's original separation and divorce benefits for 

women were removed from the scheme to cut costs. This resulted in the 

dependence on means-tested benefits of an important group of lone parents.

The assumption of family independence, and care is also apparent in the 

rules governing the new Invalid Care Allowance which is simply not 

available to married women caring for a relative or the Non-Contributory 

Invalidity Pension, which defines married women's entitlement in terms 

of inability to carry out household tasks. This is a much stricter test 

than incapacity for paid work which is the rule applied to men (Land, 1978).

In the area of education, some of the most far-reaching changes in 

the scope and organisation of policy have taken place. The minimum period 

of schooling has been extended from 9 "to 11 years and the use of higher 

education has more than doubled (Halsey et al, 1980, p. 188). The 

principle of comprehensive provision for the mass of secondary school 

pupils has been accepted. The examination system has been expanded so 

that over three-quarters of school-leavers had no qualification in the 

immediate post-war years, as compared with 11+ per cent in 1981 (Halsey et al, 

1980, p. 109 and DES Statistical Bulletin 1 1/83, Table 2). However, the 

continuities in provision remain powerful and consistent throughout the 

period. The study undertaken by Halsey and his colleagues provides the 

most comprehensive analysis of the effect of the post-war changes on 

class differences in educational opportunity. The chances of working- 

class children attending selective secondary schools in the fifties and 

sixties are shown to be roughly the same as those in the twenties and
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actually less than those in the thirties. The fall in opportunity is 

roughly uniform across classes and may be accounted for in demographic 

terms: there were relatively fewer selective places for the increased

population of post-war years. The educational reforms had very little 

effect on class differences in access of selective schooling (Halsey,

1980, p. 63).

Halsey's study deals with children entering secondary school before 

196u. The data from the National Children's Bureau study presented in 

the previous section indicates that class differences still persist within 

the comprehensive system. If a different measure of success within the 

system, examination achievement, is used, Halsey's data demonstrates a 

continuing disadvantage in the opportunity for working class children 

to slay on at school beyond the minimum school leaving age, (p. II4O) 

and to succeed in gaining advanced examination successes (see also Reid, 

1977, pp. 186-7). The influence of parental occupation on success 

within comprehensive schools is also reported in more recent work 

(Rutter et al 1979» p. 87; Neave, 1975)«

Considerable changes have also been made in the treatment of women 

in schools. The Sex Discrimination Act of 1975 was applied to mixed sex 

schools and it is clear from a comparison of the situation revealed by 

a survey by the Inspectorate in that year and more recent evidence that 

considerable advances have been made in equalizing the availability 

of different subjects to girls and boys (Reid and Wormald, 1982, pp.

99-1OI4). This may contribute to the long-term trend of convergence in the 

rates for staying on at school and gaining passes in advanced examinations 

with both 17 per cent of girls and boys gaining at least one A-level by 1981 

(DES op cit). However, this change may be limited in. its effect. The 

differential tendency for boys to take A-levels in the science and
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technology subjects which are most likely to lead to careers and to pursue 

career-orientated higher and further education is as marked as in earlier 

years (Reid and Wormald, 1982, pp. 90-1)* The influence of the 'hidden 

curriculum'(Deem, 1981, p. 136) and of wider social pressures (McRobbie,

1978 ) in socialising girls into particular social pathways is as strong 

as ever.

The paradoxical results of the attempts to limit the influence of the 

private sector which resulted from the Public Schools Commission Reports 

of 1968 and 1970 were reviewed in the preceding section. The pattern of 

education indicates that patterns of class and gender privilege are firmly 

entrenched in the system, despite the limited gains in the education of women 

and in the development of comprehensive schooling that have been made.

The National Health Service has been described as the'most socialist of 

the social services' (Navarro, 1980, p. 1). The achievement of providing 

health care for all, free (more or less) at the point of use, should not be 

underestimated. However recent research, summarised in the Black Report (1982) 

indicates that class differentials in health standards persist throughout the 

period. By some measures they increase. Townsend writes in an edited version 

of the report: 'during the twenty years up to the early 1970's ... the 

mortality rates for both men and women aged thirty-five and over in 

occupational classes I and II have steadily diminished, while those in 

IV and V changed very little or even deteriorated' (Townsend, 1982, p. 13>).

A similar picture emerges if other indications of health standards, such as 

absence from work through illness, self-report of poor health or the use of 

GP or of hospital services are employed (pp. 72-3; 77-81). The conclusion of 

a review of explanations of the continuing link between social class and health 

points to the limited scope of the service: it is factors beyond its control 

'in terms of the more diffuse consequences of the class structure: poverty, 

work conditions ... and deprivation ... in the home and its immediate
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environment, at work, in education and the upbringing of children and more 

generally in family and social life' that are important (p. 13 4̂-)»

The trends in inequality between men and women are complex. Male mortality 

rates are higher than women's in every social class. In recent years the gap 

has tended to widen (Townsend, 1982, p. 7U)» The use of other measures 

produces a rather different picture. Women report more feelings of ill- 

health than men, consult GP's and visit hospitals more frequently and are 

incapable of work through illness more often (Reid and Wormald, 1982, pp.

3I4—U8). The gender issue in health care that has attracted most attention 

in recent years concerns provision for dependency groups. The policy of 

'community care' has gained support from both political parties throughout the 

post-war period (Walker, 19^3» P* 1S9)• It is a gender issue because, as 

Ungerson points out, women are both the chief providers and chief recipients 

of unpaid care in the community (1981, p. 1). The principle of extending 

care in the community was firmly laid out in the 1963 Ministry of Health 

Report: Health and Welfare (Cmnd. 1973)* This covered four groups: the 

elderly, the mentally ill and the physically and mentally handicapped. The 

motives behind the expansion of community care were twofold. On the one 

hand a number of reports (for example Townsend, 1965) traced the problems of 

institutionalization. On the other it was necessary to reduce the cost of 

replacing the large number of obsolete hospitals and homes built in the 

Victorian period (Walker, 1983» P* 159)*

The problems of community care are highlighted by two factors. The aims 

of policy in shifting resources away from residential provision towards support 

for community care have not been met. In fact the proportion of Local 

Authority personal services expenditure going on community care actually fell 

by 13 per cent over the period 197U to 1981 (Walker, 1982, p. 21) whereas 

that directed to residential care increased. In addition the demands made
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on carers have risen. More married women are in paid employment and there 

are relatively more frail elderly people requiring care. In this context, 

the evidence of discrimination between men and women in the provision of 

support services for carers of relatives in the community is an indication 

of continuing gender discrimination (Kahn and Kamerman, 1978» p. 3U2;

Ungerson, 1981, p. 38).

Although more attention has been paid to the impact of community care in 

recent years, it is a policy that dates back to the early sixties. Moreover, 

the assumption on which it is based - that married women are available in the 

community to provide care because their role as dependants of male bread­

winners supports them in unpaid care-work - is evident in policy throughout the 

post-war history of the welfare state. The problems of community care do not 

arise from new departures but from a historical consistency.

The brief review of evidence on the development of major social services 

in this section indicates that, despite the substantial changes of the post­

war period, underlying principles of support for the private sector, social 

division in policy and a distinct status for women have been a consistent 

feature of the practice of the welfare state. It is important not to 

minimise the increase in standards of social welfare that resulted from the 

post-war reforms. In particular, the establishment of the MEIS achieved an 

immeasurable improvement in access to health care for working-class women 

(Thane, 1982, p. 236), the Beveridge scheme extended unemployment and retirement 

benefits, the housing programme resulted in a marked rise in working class 

living standards and the extension of education raised the level of schooling. 

However, it is not clear that the principles often associated with the new 

right were absent at the inception of the modem welfare state, nor that they 

were uninfluential throughout its history. If this is the case, the view that 

the welfare state is currently undergoing radical change as a result of a new 

right incursion is undermined.
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In the next chapter we move on to consider current welfare politics.

If the history of the welfare state is not a transition from consensus to 

conflict, can the 1970's and 80's he characterised as the period of emergence 

of a radical new right?
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TABLE 3:1

The Growth of Private Welfare in the UK 1951 — 82

1951 1956 1961 1966 1971 1976 1980 1982

Percentage of the Labour Force in Occupational Pension Schemes:

Men 30 39 50 62 55 65 68 HA

Women 12 19 25 26 34 50 55 HA

Percentage of the Labour Force in Occupational Sick Pay Schemes •

Men HA HA
57

( HA 

( HA

71 77 84 HA

Women HA HA 71 80 84 HA

Percentage of Housing:

Owned 31 35 39 45 50 53 55 59

Rented from
Local Authorities 17 22 27 29 31 32 32 30

Rented Privately 52 43 33 26 19 15 13 11

Percentage of Pupils in Independent Schools:

5.0 6.2 7.7 7.2 6.1 5.6 5*8 5.9

Percentage of Population Covered by Private Health Insurance:

0.2 1.4 2.1 3.0 3.8 3.9 6.1 7.7

Sources

Pensions: Social Trends no. 12 and Sixth Survey of Occupational Pension
Schemes, Government Actuary, 1981 , Table 2:3

Sick Pay: Social Trends no. 12, p. 70 and Occupational Sick Pay, Cmnd.
7864, 1980, p. 18

Housing: Social Trends no. 12, p. 149 and Social Trends no. 14» P. 117

Education: Social Trends no. 14, Table 3:2

Health Care: Social Trends no. 14» p. 111 and Table 1:2 and A. Seldon, 
Wither the Welfare State, IEA, 1982, p. 56



107

Chapter Pour: Current Developments in the Welfare State

'No-one can seriously deny that, whatever else Thatcherism 
represents, it embodies a genuine ideological break with 
the social democratic post-war consensus'•

Phil Lee, Marxism Today, May 1983

'The Conservative Policy is simply more (or rather less) of 
the same'.

Ian Gough, Marxism Today, July 1980
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The third aspect of new crisis theory discussed in chapter one was 

the claim that welfare policy suffered an abrupt reversal in the late 

seventies. A watershed was crossed in the long march from 1944» Public 

opinion shifted to the right. In this chapter we consider how far 

current developments measure up to such apocalyptic rhetoric. The 

terrain is divided up into the areas of cuts, privatization and the 

impact on women discussed in chapter one.

The Cuts and Restructuring

Current changes in social spending have been discussed along two 

dimensions - cuts and restructing. Both changes reach across the 

electoral boundaries of Labour and Conservative governments.

The idea of welfare cuts has been prominent in the rhetoric of 

politicians since the sterling crisis of 1975» when Crosland informed 

local authorities that *the party was over*. The following year, the 

prime minister assured the party conference *we used to think you could 

spend your way out of ... a recession ... I tell you in all candour that 

option no longer exists*. However, expenditure reductions are not so 

dramatic as these phrases imply. A convenient approach to social 

spending is to consider the proportion of Gross Domestic Product spent 

on the five major social services (social security, the HHS, council 

housing, education and the personal social services). This has remained 

roughly constant since the late seventies at between 21 and 21+' per cent of 

GDP. Some of the increase in the ratio between 1979-80 and 1981-2 is 

accounted for by the3«9pa? cent fall in GDP between those years, but 

this does not apply to subsequent years. This overall stability 

conceals changes in the cost of different programmes. Expenditure 

on education, health care and personal social services has changed
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little whereas that on social security has increased rapidly and that 

on local authority housing has fallen and is now at less than half the 

level of the mid-seventies (Table 1).

The cost of social security has risen for two reasons: most impor­

tantly the rise in the number of unemployed from about one million in 

197^ to over three million by 19^3 fuels demand for benefits. However, 

the gradual improvements in pensions following the 1975 Social Security 

Act and the increase in numbers of retirement pensioners (from just under 

eight and a half to just over nine million over the period) due to demo­

graphic trends and a tendency to retire earlier in recession also play 

a part. Within this total there have been divergences between the programmes 

for different groups. By 1983 cuts in the real value of child benefit, 

pension and unemployment benefit increases had been restored. However the 

decision to abolish the earnings related supplement for short-term benefits 

(mainly for the unemployed), the cut in these benefits to take account of 

their inclusion in the income tax net, and the failure to increase levels at 

a faster rate than price indices have meant that the living standards of the 

unemployed fell relative to those of the rest of the population. The cuts 

in school meal provision in some education authorities, increases in council 

house rents and the decision to substantially reduce levels of housing 

benefit in April 19814. are also likely to bear most heavily in this group.

These cuts divide the unemployed minority from the employed majority, although 

they do not involve very large amounts of state spending.

Housing cuts have resulted in a decline in local authority completions 

from over one hundred and thirty thousand in 1976 to under forty thousand 

in 1982 and rent rises in real terms of just over 70 per cent over that 

period (Cmnd, 8I4.9I4-, vol. II, p. 29). The fact that expenditure on health
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care, education and personal social services has not changed dramatically

over the period does not mean that needs are satisfactorily met: the

increase in numbers of elderly the real pay rises achieved by personnel

in the early seventies and the severe cuts in capital spending result in

increased pressure on the HHS. The health service spends, on average,

about two and a half times as much per head on people over sixty-five

as on those between five and sixty-five; and numbers over sixty-five

increased by about 3 per cent from 1976 to 1982 (CSO, 1983» pp. 19 and 115)»

In education, provision for under-fives is contracting and the opportunities

to improve pupil teacher ratios presented by the fall in the school age

population (from 8.7 to 8.1 million over the period) have not been grasped.

The Inspectorate^ report on the effect of financial policies in 1982 implied

with all the caution of an official document that cuts have damaged standards.

*it is difficult enough for educational policies ... to be seen 
and developed ... in educational terms and, in too many cases, 
financial mechanisms at least (and in some cases finance tout 
court) aggravate the problem. This year*s report shows that 
the pace of deterioration in provision has at least been 
slowed ...f

(Department of Education and Science, 1983» p. 32)

However the same report states that fthe great majority of education in schools 

and colleges is adequately provided for* (p. 6). The deficiences bear as in 

many other areas of policy disproportionately on the least privileged groups.

In addition, the fact that education, housing and personal social 

services are provided by local government which has a measure of autonomy 

in the implementation of central government plans results in variations 

between areas. Some authorities have attempted to resist rent increases, 

whereas others have abandoned school meals services and pre-school 

provision entirely. Attempts by central government to shift the burden 

of a policy of expenditure constraint onto local authorities have resulted
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in a series of measures to cut local spending, including reductions 

in the Rate Support Grant. These have not been successful in cutting 

local spending, although the proportion of that spending financed by- 

rates had risen from 2 k  to 36 per cent between 1976 and 1983 (CSO, 1983, 

p.96). The 198U Rates Act, which enables central government to control 

local rates may alter the picture substantially.

The argument that the gross facts of public expenditure represent 

a new departure in social policy stands out in relief once comparisons 

are made over the long term. Such comparisons must necessarily be 

crude, due to the problems of differences in official calculation, 

changes in Treasury control of spending departments, changes in need 

and in demand, and changes in what given quantities of money will buy, 

in personnel and materials.

State expenditure has grown steadily as a proportion of GDP from 

about a third in 1950 to about 1+8 per cent in the mid-seventies.

Since then there has been a slight fall (Treasury, 1981+, p.5)« The 

growth of expenditure over the period is neither particularly rapid, 

compared to that in other advanced countries (Rose and Peters, 1978), 

nor has it achieved unusually high levels (Walker p.7j Gough, p.78; 

OECD, 1981+, p.6).

Public expenditure through most of the post-war period shows a 

pattern of steady growth at an annual average rate of just over 

3 per cent a year. This overall pattern is interrupted by sharper 

rates of growth in the early fifties, in 1967 and 197U* succeeded by 

cutbacks. Since 1975 attempts to cut spending have led to a new era 

of stabilisation. Annual growth rates over the period of the 197ll—79 

Labour government fell to about 1.5 per cent and over the 1979-83 

Conservative government, to about one per cent. The long-term increase 

has been fuelled by a substantial real rise in taxation (judge, 1982).
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Social spending shows rather a different pattern. The rate of 

increase exceeded that of public expenditure as a whole, moving ahead in 

the early sixties and expanding even more rapidly in the seventies. 

Relative expansion continues in the early eighties despite attempts at 

restraint. Social expenditure in fact accounts for about three-quarters 

of the growth in public spending over the period from 1951 to 1983 (Judge, 

1982, p. 29). The major area of cut-back which has enabled this expansion 

has been defence spending. This has grown at less than 1 per cent a year 

over the period, compared to a social spending increase approaching 

5 per cent, and a total public expenditure increase of slightly more 

than 3 per cent. It is at present unclear whether the very large 

increases in defence budgets since 1979 and attempts to cut social 

spending constitute a reversal of the trends.

The impact of constraint since the mid—seventies has been to achieve

a fresh stabilisation of expenditure. Prom this perspective, the new

departure in social expenditure may be prepresented as a real change.

However, the change is one of containment of increases rather than cuts.

Despite the regretful pronouncements of Labour politicians and the more

enthusiastic rhetoric of the 1979 and 1983 governments, substantial real

cuts in welfare spending have not been realised (the sole exception being

council house building). Table 2 shows annual rates of increase in

spending under Labour and Conservative governments since the war. The

pattern is clearly complex. There do not appear to be real reductions

since 1979» except in the areas of education (where the 1.6 per cent cut 
was speedily restored - Table 1)

between 1980-1 and 1982-3 / and in housing where house building has

born the brunt of the slow-down in the increase in social spending.

For the reason that cuts do not form a simple pattern, most comment­

ators on changes in the welfare state combine analysis of the cuts with
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accounts of restructuring. These have been developed in several direct­

ions. Gough analyses changes in terms of denationalisation, increases in 

consumer charges and a deliberate attack on trade unions and the organ­

isation of the working class through encouragement of individual work 

incentives and the division of stereo-typed deserving and undeserving 

groups. Feminists argue that current policy attempts to reinforce the 

oppression of women through the weakening of sex discrimination and 

employment protection legislation, and the extension of community care and 

family-based welfare policies. This is considered in detail in a separate 

section. Other writers have emphasised the racist and nationalist elements 

of policy (for example, Barker, I98T; Centre for Contemporary Cultural 

Studies, 1982). From the point of view of welfare politics, institution­

alised racism is most apparent in the introduction of citizenship 

requirements for free NHS treatment and in the withdrawal of support from 

urban aid and education programmes for ethnic minorities as a result of 

expenditure constraint. Racism in areas such as housing allocation 

had been an endemic feature of social policy preceding current developments 

(Kam, 1981).

The most important aspect of government policy which affects working class 

organisation is undoubtedly unemployment. Unemployment has increased 

sharply from about half a million in 197U to over 3 million by July 1983. 

About 800 thousand of the extra 2.7 million had joined the registers by 

1979 and. nearly 2 million after the election of the Conservative government 

(Table 3).

The issue of how far this increase can be attributed to government policy 

is hotly disputed. Metcalfe suggests that two long-run factors outside the 

control of government have played a part. These are the decline in 

employment in manufacturing, mining and construction industries (which
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return to labour in recent years. This results in large part from the 

spread of unionisation. In addition the sharp rise in oil prices from 

197U onwards and the general worsening in terms of trade have placed 

a lesser role. (Metcalfe in Coppock and Prest, 1982, p. 261;). Calculations 

by Nickell on this basis attribute just under half of unemployment in 19^8 

to these factors (Layard, Metcalfe and Nickell, 1979)« This suggests 

that responsibility for more than half the unemployment of the early 

nineteen-eighties may be laid at the door of the government.

A similar claim is outlined in more guarded language in the report of 

the House of Commons Treasury and Civil Service Committee published just 

before the 1983 election. This criticised estimates of future unemploy­

ment rates and economic growth contained in the 1983 budget and argued for 

stronger state intervention to bring down interest rates. It also claimed 

that the 'overall balance between expenditure on current consumption and 

investment ... is wrong' (HCP 286, 1983» p. XVTl). This implies support 

for the view that better economic performance and lower unemployment 

could be achieved by different government policies.

Unemployment as a social policy drives a wedge between the majority of 

the working class in work (who have achieved real rises in living standards 

in recent years) and the minority of the unemployed. The increase in the 

average earnings index of nearly 70 per cent between 1979 and 1983 

comfortably outstrips the retail price index increase of 51 per cent. 

(Department of Employment, September 1983)» For those out of work benefits 

have kept pace with prices but not with earnings. The brutal fact is that 

since 1976 the value of unemployment benefit for a married couple has 

fallen from about half to about a third of average earnings (CSO, 1984» P- 76). 

The increase in long term unemployment (by 1981 more than a third of the
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unemployed had "been out of work for more than a year - Department of 

Employment, September 1983) has lead to a virtual breakdown of the 

national insurance system for the unemployed. Among male claimants (no 

figures are available for women) the numbers receiving national insurance 

benefit roughly equalled those dependent on means-tested supplementary 

benefit up to 1979* Since then the numbers on supplementary benefit 

have increased sharply to about double that of national insurance 

claimers in 1983 (CSO, 198I4-, p. 76).

In general the proportion of all social security expenditure going to 

the unemployed has risen from 8 to 17 per cent of the total between 

1979 and 1983 (Social Security Advisory Committee, 1983» P* 6). This, 

plus the increase in the number of single parent families dependent on 

means-tested benefits account for virtually all the increase (from 28 to 

38 per cent) of the proportion of social security expenditure going on 

non-contributory benefits.

The miseries of unemployment in a work-ethic society are well-documented 

(Sinfield, 1981, pp. 39-^0). To these are added the harassment and in­

security of dependence on means-tested welfare (Bradshaw and Deacon, 1983, 

pp. 1 3h S ) and the despair of living at a standard which steadily falls 

behind that of the working class in work. The division in the political 

strength of labour resulting from the threat of joblessness, together with 

cuts in strikers benefits and a series of legislative measures compelling 

private ballots and weakening links with the Labour party have tended to 

undermine trade unionism. Union membership fell from about 13 .5 to about 

12 .2 million between 1979 and 1981, the sharpest fall since the 1920's 

(CSO, 1982+, P- 155).

With the exception of council housing, there do not appear to be major

cuts in social spending. The most important policy change of the late
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seventies is the refusal of government to mitigate unemployment. This 

may weaken overall working class organisation, but its central inhuman­

ities are confined, to a minority of the population. Bearing this in mind, 

we may assent to O'Higgins conclusion:

'the examination ... of expenditure plans and outcomes under 
the Conservative government suggests that beliefs that it would 
lead to radical changes ... are so far unfounded, not so much 
because the government has changed its mind, but because it has 
been unable to implement its rhetoric' (1983» P* 175)«

The suggestion that the welfare state is currently being restructured 

rather than cut carries more force if policy analysis also considers 

tolerance of very high levels of unemployment. A further aspect of 

restructuring on market principles concerns the attempt to denationalise 

welfare.

Privatisation and Charges

In these areas the policies of the 1979 government stand in sharp contrast 

with those of its predecessor. Council house rents, optical, dental and 

prescription charges, the cost of school meals and a range of personal 

social services charges have increased sharply. Because many of these 

charges are set by local authorities the scale of the increases and the 

standard of service provided varies. The policy of direct charging is 

often seen as complementary to denationalising welfare services, for 

two reasons. High direct charges make state provision less attractive.

If a greater proportion of service costs are provided by charges to users 

rather than by compulsory taxation, the viability of transfer to the 

private sector is enhanced.

Manifesto promises to accelerate the sale of council housing, to subsidise 

the fees of selected independent school entrants, to bring back pay-beds 

to HHS hospitals and partially restore tax reliefs for private health 

insurance were kept in the first year of office (Conservative Party, 1979» pp. 23-7).
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Between 1979 and- April 1983 about k 7 %>000 houses have Been sold to 

sitting tenants by local authorities (Cmnd. 8789, vol. II, p. 3U)- 

The assisted places scheme which subsidizes fees at independent schools 

from 1981 onwards provides for about 5 , $ 0 0  entrants each year. Private 

health insurance has expanded rapidly. The number of people covered has 

increased by 68 per cent between the end of 1978 and the end of 1982 to 

reach a total of l+*2 million: just under half of subscribers to these 

schemes are members of employers schemes, but it is in this sector that 

the most rapid expansion is taking place (CSO, I98I+, p. 111).

The future scope of privatisation is -unclear. Private health care 

accounts for only 6 per cent of all hospital beds in England in 1981.

The overview of Provident Scheme statistics for that year reports 

underlying rates of growth show significant reductions since the 

'boom' year of 1980 and refers to 'growing pressure on operating margins' 

(BTJPA, 1981, p. 6). By 1982 the increase in subscriptions had fallen to 

3 per cent compared with 26 per cent in 1980 (CSO, 1981+, p. 111).

Sales of local authority dwellings built up from about 80,000 in 

1980 to 100,000 in 1981 and a peak of just over 200,000 in 1982. For 

the first two quarters of 19^3 the figures have declined to under 

80,000 (Department of the Environment 1983» p. 16). Council house 

sales are predominantly in the preferred categories of semi-detached 

houses with gardens. Since only about a third of all council tenancies 

fall into this category, it is possible that current levels of sales will 

not be maintained (see Murie, 1981, p. 212). The level of discount on 

sales is now 1+3 per cent.

The annual surveys of independent schools carried out by the DES and 

by the Independent Schools Information Service both indicate that the 

independent sector reached a peak of about 6 per cent of the total 

school population in 1980. Since then numbers have declined at about
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1 per cent a year in line with the fall in numbers of school age children.

Since independent schools recruit almost entirely from middle and upper 

class groups, and the birth rate among these groups has not fallen as fast 

as that for lower groups, independent schools may in fact be educating a 

smaller proportion of the social class from which they have traditionally 

drawn support (independent Schools Information Service, 1983, P* 3)* The 

assisted places scheme itself contributed to the fees of less than 3 per 

cent of independent school children in 1983* This should be contrasted 

with the continuing state subsidies from local Education Authorities 

(accounting for about 6 per cent) and from the armed forces and the diplo­

matic corps (accounting for about 12 per cent). These programmes have existed 

since the end of the second war. In fact the Independent Schools Information 

Service comments that the Assisted Places Scheme grants 'are to a large 

extent offset by a drop in assisted places being taken up by local authorities' 

(1983, P. U). The new scheme has not substantially affected the scale of 

state subsidy to private education.

Other significant shifts of policy emphasis include changes in the death 

grant so that this is concentrated solely on the poor, with the implication 

that the rest of the population must insure privately to meet funeral 

expenses; and the introduction of a statutory sickness insurance scheme 

in 1983 whereby responsibility for income-maintenance during the first 

eight weeks of sickness passes from the national insurance scheme to private 

insurance organised by the employer. This is likely to increase employer 

surveillance of absence due to sickness as there is a direct interest in 

keeping this to a minimum.

The impact of these changes is also minor. Death grants at £20 in 1983 

were so low as to be a minor contribution to funeral costs. Most employers 

operate schemes to top-up employees state sick benefit. By the mid-seventies
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about 99 per cent of male and 99 per cent of female employees were covered 

by firms schemes for the first eight weeks. Two-thirds of men and 89 per 

cent of women were entitled to full pay (or pay minus HI benefits) in 

these schemes. (Cmnd 78614, 1980, Tables I4 and 9)« The change is likely 

to constitute a division between those in such schemes and others who 

are forced to rely on the less satisfactory minimal cover under the new 

legislation, rather than a major change in the experience of sick benefit 

for most workers.

The development of privatization is apparent in support for the contract­

ing out of council house building and maintenance and hospital ancillary and 

domestic services. This has met with little success. Indeed between 1979 

and 1981 the proportion of NHS expenditure on laundry going to outside 

contractors actually fell from II4.I to 1 1 . 7 per cent and on domestic 

cleaning services from 2 . 14 to 2.1 per cent (NHS Unlimited, 1983, p. 9).

This indicates the problems experienced in obtaining satisfactory service 

from the private sector. This probably underlies recent decisions to make 

these private services exenpt from VAT and compel Health Authorities to 

obtain private tenders. Tenancy law has also been changed to introduce 

a new form of tenure - short-hold - with fewer rights to security or rent 

regulation. This again has led to the creation of far fewer new tenancies 

than was originally anticipated; only 3»900 short-hold tenancies were 

registered by August 1981 (Roof, 1983» p. 6).

It is perhaps in the area of policy discussion that enthusiasm for a 

shift to the private sector is most apparent. Leaked reports from the 

Central Policy Review Staff in September 1982 and the Family Policy Group 

in February 1983 discuss measures that would substantially change the 

welfare state: the introduction of private insurance funding for health 

care; vouchers in state education; real reduction in the major welfare
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benefits; and a greater reliance on the family for care. However, there 

is little indication that these plans will be put into practice. State 

funding for health care and the levels of the major welfare benefits 

have been maintained, voucher schemes are not available and the expansion 

of community care follows previous trends. While the political ideology 

of 'rolling back the frontiers of the state' is strongly evident, the 

practice of denationalisation in the welfare area is limited. Private 

welfare systems appear to be expanding in health care and education, but 

it seems likely that this trend will soon reach an upper limit.

State support for private welfare also throws a fresh perspective on 

arguments about cuts in state spending. Titmuss drew attention to the 

importance of fiscal policies and occupational benefits in peoples 

overall welfare position in the mid-fifties . Writers an social

policy have paid increasing attention to these issues in recent years
Crx \Ja  I Ue r  )

(Field, 1981; Letfrand , 1982; Sinfield, 1978,; Pond,/1982; Titmuss, 1962). 

It is argued that tax concessions and other forms of support for private 

welfare constitute covert subsidies. The expansion of private welfare has 

implications for state revenue foregone in such subsidies. The debate 

about whether tax allowances and reliefs can be thought of as subsidies 

is complex (Pond, 1982, pp. 59~6o). Opponents of the notion argue that to 

think of the decision not to levy tax on a particular item as a subsidy is 

to embrace the idea that all income should be taxed by the state in the 

first place. This offends against the notion of freedom. However, this 

is to suggest that people's allocation of their own income is free from 

influence by the state so long as the state does not actually command that 

income through tax.

Tax concessions have considerable implications for the kind of choices 

people are likely to make, and must be taken into account in any discussion
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of how the state organizes welfare.

From the 1979 public expenditure white paper (Cmnd 7^39) onwards, the 

government has published annual estimates of the value of tax relief 

(Table i|). These are subject to wide margins of error, but give an 

indication of the levels of subsidy. The most striking increase is in 

subsidies to owner occupiers although this is particularly difficult 

to quantify, since some aspects of it only apply to some owners (for 

example mortgage interest relief).

Occupational pension provision also receives large and rapidly growing 

subsidies. It should be noted that the figure here does not include 

the exemption from capital gains tax of the proceeds of pension funds. Kincaid 

calculated the value of this as about one and a half times the Exchequer 

subsidy to the entire national insurance scheme in 1976 (1978, p. 370). The 

table gives the official estimates from the 1983 public expenditure white paper. 

These take into account the tax exemptions on employees contributions and 

pension funds investment income. A recent Inland Revenue paper suggested 

that the tax-exempt status of lump sums paid on retirement by many schemes 

and the fact that a mqjor component of pensions arises from employers' contri­

butions which are tax exempt should also enter the calculation (inland Revenue, 

1983). This produces a figure of just over double the one quoted. Table k  

provides a conservative estimate of this important tax subsidy.

The value of tax relief to employers on contributions made on behalf of 

employees to health care insurance schemes is not included in official statistics. 

The table gives the author's own estimates which are subject to a wide margin of 

error. Statistics published by the main private health insurance schemes give 

the value of such contributions. To these the average rate of corporation tax 

on net company profits assessed for such tax is applied. This assumed that this 

calculation of the rate of tax is appropriate and that companies who participate
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in such schemes pay average tax rates. The calculation indicates that subsidies 

in this area have risen substantially in recent years. They are not large in 

comparison with other areas of policy.

Comparison of the figures with Table 1 indicates that the cost to the state 

of the expansion of private welfare is considerable. This has three impli­

cations. First, in large measure privatisation is not a rolling back of the 

frontiers of the welfare state. It is rather the pursuit of state welfare 

programmes by other means. Fiscal subsidies, direct subventions (price cuts 

for council house sales, the assisted places scheme) and the framework of law 

(compulsory occupational sickness insurance) constrain and direct the rational 

choices people make just as much as compulsory taxation for state welfare does.

The second point concerns the argument developed earlier that privatisation 

policies have not led to sudden and radical changes in the shape of welfare.

What they have done is build on long-run trends to enhance the social divisions 

implicit in state tolerance of public and private welfare. In this they 

complement the unemployment policy which has substantially worsened the 

position of the minority at the bottom of the income distribution, without 

damaging the mass of the working class.

The third point concerns this issue of privilege, of who gains most from 

tax subsidies to private welfare. The fact that real incomes rose on average 

by about 100 per cent between 1991 and 1981 and that disposal income after direct 

and indirect taxation increased at a rate only marginally slower meant that 

resources for the purchase of private services have been more widely available. 

The fiscal subsidies to owner occupation and to pension discussed earlier 

promoted the trend. The importance of private welfare in the maintenance of 

privilege may be illustrated in a number of ways. Mortgage interest relief 

was worth, on average, £129 a year to those whose income fell in the range 

under £3,000 in 1980/81; to those whose income exceeded £10,000 it was worth
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£520 (Pond., 1982, p. 67). Le^rand calculates that those in the top fifth 

of the income distribution receive some seven times as much as those in the 

bottom fifth in mortgage interest relief (Glennerster (ed.) 1983, p. 75).

The success of top ranking independent schools in gaining access for their 

pupils to the higher echelons of business, the judiciary, the civil services 

and armed forces and other privileged positions in society is well-documented 

in the exhaustive research of the Newsom Committee (Maclure (ed.), 1973» pp. 

336-8). Halsey is able to demonstrate that attendance at either major 

independent or selective state sector schools made important differences to 

the opportunities of children throughout the period from the twenties to the 

sixties (198O, p. 171). As Abel-Smith points out 'it is still true that a 

child who attends wholly private education up to the age of eighteen can have 

more spent on him by the state than a child wholly in the state sector who 

gets no higher education' (Glennerster (ed.) 1983» p. 18). Little firm 

evidence of the social distribution of private medicine exists, although the 

Royal Commission on the NHS concluded that 'most individual subscriptions 

are taken out by ... people with relatively high incomes' (Cmnd 7615» 1979» 

p. 289). The expansion of free medical insurance is charted by the Royal 

Commission on the Distribution of Income and Wealth from 26.14. per cent of 

managerial staff in 1973 to i|i+.1 per cent in 1978. In general such benefits 

go to the better off: 'if account were taken of employee benefits ... the

dispersion of earnings would be increased' (Cmnd 7679, 19798»pp. 130 and 233). 

The expansion of occupational pensions is also likely to have benefitted the 

better-off most. The redistribution of command over wealth that results 

from taking access to such schemes into account is 'confined to individuals 

... more than two-thirds of the way up the income distribution, as only about

one-third of the population are members of occupational schemes' (Cmnd 7595, 

1979, P.107).
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All these points indicate that the expansion of the private sector both 

enhances social divisions and is likely to confer real social advantages on 

its members. The fact that governments of neither party have seriously 

limited the opportunities for private sector expansion and have maintained 

a structure of fiscal and other subsidies to it means that as the resources 

to pay for private welfare become available, growth follows.

Women's Interests and Welfare Policy

The interests of feminists in recent developments in the welfare state have 

been focussed on two areas: the distinctive role of women in the wage-labour 

force as an industrial reserve army and their paradoxical role as dependants 

and as carers in the family. In the first area a number of writers have 

argued that women constitute a pool of labour readily available for wage-work 

(for example during the wars of the 20th century or the industrial boom of 

the I960*s) but capable of being submerged as dependants of breadwinner 

husbands in the nuclear family when their work is not needed by industry.

The advantage to capital is that the costs of maintaining women when not in 

paid work are b o m  through their husband's wages rather than through tax- 

financed social security, and that the availability of women dilutes the 

capacity of the core work force to bid up wage rates when its work is in high 

demand (Beeohey, 1977)* The problem with this argument is that women are 

not spread evenly through the labour force, but concentrated in service 

industries, in non-manual work, in lower-paid work and in positions which lack 

authority (Reid and Wormald, 1982, ch. 6). This limits their capacity to 

serve as a reserve army of labour although it does indicate that they may 

provide an important section of the labour force in the current situation 

of decline in the manufacturing sector and expansion of the service sector. 

Breughel refines the reserve army of labour argument to suggest that
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in a given sector of the economy, individual women are more likely to lose 

jobs than comparable men in times of recession (197® )- This contrasts with 

the more general claim that women as a group will be expelled from the labour 

force before men.

The extent to which the policies of recent governments have reinforced the 

distinctive position of women in the labour market is unclear. Cuts in state 

spending have had disproportionate effects on women's employment in welfare 

state services. For example, 5>0,000 women lost jobs due to the contraction 

of the school meals service between 1979 and- 19^3» and many more suffered 

substantial reductions in working hours and wages (Bull, 1983» p. i|8).

The impact of the general rise in unemployment is less obvious, (see Table 3)» 

Female employment had grown by about 120,000 jobs a year up to 1980 although 

the male working population had been falling steadily, about 20,000 jobs 

a year being lost. The Department of Employment predicted that the increase 

would continue through the 1980's (April, 1981). However the increase in women's 

employment ceased abruptly and by March 1983 the numbers of women in work had 

fallen from 9*5 million to about 8.6 million (Department of Employment, 1983» 

Table 1s 1), a large number of women are likely to be excluded from official 

figures because they do not register for work. Estimates of the number of 

concealed unemployment are vague. The most reliable source is a General 

Household survey question which showed that in 1981 some 6 per cent of 

unemployed men who wanted to work were not registered, as against 16 per cent 

of -unmarried and 1*1 per cent of married women (CS0, I98I4, p. 8 1). The figures 

show a tendency for the numbers of unregistered unemployed to decline since 

the mid-seventies. On this basis the female unemployment rate should be 

increased by about 36 per cent (taking the balance of married and unmarried 

women under retirement age in the population into account). This indicates 

that women's unemployment may be much closer to male rates than official
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statistics indicate. If the estimate of the previous section that govern­

ment policies account for at least half unemployment are applied to these 

figures, it appears that women's work opportunities have been substantially 

damaged by the government. This approach is likely to underestimate the 

importance of monetarism in relation to women's unemployment. Of the two 

factors which explain most of the increase in the unemployment rate which 

cannot be attributed to deficiencies in government policy, the most signi­

ficant - the decline in the manufacturing sector - affects men more than 

women. Men continue to hold about three-quarters of the jobs in this 

sector as against three-fifths of all jobs.

The 1970 Equal Pay, 1975 Sex Discrimination and 1976 Employment Protection 

Acts may have had some effect in increasing the return to women workers. 

However this should not be exaggerated. The modest improvement in the 

relative earnings of women workers gained by the Equal Pay legislation has 

suffered a reverse coinciding with the sharp increase in women's unemployment. 

The ratio of female to male average hourly earnings rose from 63 per cent in 

1970 to 75 per cent in 1981. By 1982 it had faLlen to under 74 per cent

(cso, 1984, p. 74).

The Sex Discrimination legislation has been widely criticised (see Oakley, 

1982, p. 36, Coote and Campbell, 1982) as toothless. The Equal Opportunities 

Commission has failed to use the powers it has forcefully, launching six 

investigations and completing only one by 1980. The 1980 Employment Act 

weakens the rights to maternity pay and leave gained in 1976. In any case, 

research by Daniels (1980) shows that less than half of women employed during 

pregnancy actually obtained maternity pay under the stringent conditions of 

the 1976 Act.

In general, the policies of the 1979 government have damaged the position 

of women in work by diluting some of the moderate gains of the seventies and 

through the impact of unemployment on women workers. Some advance in equal
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treatment under social security legislation has been made as a result of 

pressure from the European Community. From 19814. women are to have rights 

to claim sick and unemployment benefit increases for dependants comparable 

to those currently enjoyed by men and equal rights to Family Income 

Supplement. Social security had followed Beveridge's assumption of household 

dependency enshrined in the dictum that a man's contributions are 'made on 

behalf of himself and his wife, as for a team' (19^2, p. U9)« The implied 

gender division of welfare is now only contained in the fact that some non­

contributory benefits, available to comparatively small numbers of people, 

exclude housewives from entitlement. Of more importance is the failure of 

the system to give adequate recognition to women's work in the house.

Currently the national insurance scheme only credits pension contributions 

at a minimal level to those who are not working due to domestic responsibi­

lities. This means that women are unlikely to gain the same level of earnings- 

related pension as men with a continuous work record.

The assumed role of women as financial dependants reinforces the claim that 

they are available to provide unpaid care for groups in society which need it. 

Concern over this issue has intensified due to the community care policies 

which effectively throw the burden of responsibility for dependants on to 

families and on to women in families (Finch and Groves, 1980). However, 

the major burden of dependency has always been b o m  by women in families.

Old age provides the most important example.

Between 1951 and 1981 the number of people over retirement age grew from 

6.9 million to 9*9 million. This figure appears to have reached a plateau 

for the next two decades, although further problems for social policy are 

anticipated from the increase in the minority of frail 75 year olds within 

it (Cmnd. 8789, vol.2, p. 5U> 1983)» Only 2 per cent of those over 65 are 

cared for directly by the state in residential accommodation (Lewis, in 

Griffith (ed.), 1983, p. 119)* This contrasts with the proportions cared
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for by children. In 1979-80 nearly 20 per cent of those over 89 were cared 

for by their children, and a further 10 per cent by children in law (Rimmer 

and Wicks in Glennerster (ed.) 1983» P* 32). In addition many have a con­

siderable amount of contact with relatives. A survey conducted in 1976 showed 

that over half those over 69 received visits from relatives at least once a 

week, one-third several times a week (Hunt, 1978). The Study Commission of 

the Family concludes 'when it comes to day to day tasks ... support from 

family members is more significant than that coming from the statutory social 

or health services' (1983, p. 29). Care is provided for the most part by 

middle-aged daughters, and state support services are structured around this 

assumption (Ungerson, 1982, Land and Parker, 1978). This tendency collides 

with the growing demands of labour force participation on married women. In 

1991 just over 20 per cent of married women between U S and 99 were in work.

By 1966 the proportion had risen to I4.6 per cent and by 1979 to 61 per cent. 

(General Household Survey, OPCS 1980, Table 9 ¡U)• The rise in the numbers 

of women working accounted for almost all the two million increase in the working 

population between 1961 and 1979 (CSO, 1980). The expanding need for care 

collides with the shrinking resevoir of available carers. This is thrown into 

perspective by Eversley's calculation that the typical couple married in 

1920 and alive in the early 1980's would have some 1+2 female relatives of whom 

a third would not be in paid employment. In contrast the typical couple 

married in 1990 are likely to have only 11 living female relatives of whom 

only three will not have paid jobs by the time they reach their eightieth 

birthday (cited in Hadley and Hatch, 1981, p. 90). The problem results not 

from new welfare policies, but from the continuing unwillingness of the state 

to take more than a small part of this burden from families. The impact on 

women is due to the way in which the ideology of the family thrusts them 

into the role of dependants who are thus available to care.
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The other important development in patterns of family life is the increase 

in the numbers of female-headed families, since the early sixties, from 

about a quarter of a million in 1961 to about a million in 1981. Roughly 

one-third of these are dependent on supplementary benefit. The failure to 

provide an adequate system of benefits for this group is an indication of the 

failure of the welfare state to acknowledge the needs of those with respon­

sibility for children outside marriage. This failure reaches back to the 

refusal of the post-war government to enact Beveridge's proposals for 

separation benefits and adequate child allowances.

Recent policies have clearly affected the interests of women in the spheres of 

work and the family. The most important changes have been the failure to tackle 

unemployment effectively, and the failure to develop policies to cope with 

changes in the availability of family care and in patterns of family life. In 

a nutshell, the problem is monetarism plus the in ertia of the welfare state 

rather than new departures in social policy.

Conclusion

The review of current changes in policy in this chapter suggests that in 

general it is not so much specific changes in the constitution and organisation 

of the welfare state that are important in altering the impact of welfare as 

factors outside the welfare state. In the case of cuts and restructuring the 

most important issue in the pursuit of a monetarist economic policy which 

produces higher levels of unemployment that would otherwise exist. The only 

area of substantial cuts is council house spending. The plans for privatization 

of welfare have not been realised. The continued effect of concessions, sub­

sidies and fiscal reliefs has caused the private sector to pursue an existing 

trend to expansion. The scope for future expansion may be limited. The 

implications of current policy for women concern two areas: on the one hand 

the effect of unemployment on women's job opportunities and the failure of
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government to make equal pay legislation any more effective. On the other 

the impact of changes in patterns of work and family formation on community 

care policies. The importance of changes, in any case, lies in their effect 

on minorities: unemployment penalises the out-of-work, such growth as takes 

place in the private sector directs privilege to upper income groups. 

Minorities of women are affected by demands for the care of dependants. For 

the majority the welfare state is pursuing business very much as usual. The 

pattern of encouragement for privatization, for a family ethic and of suspicion 

of welfare spending is in any case a long-term phenomenon, rather than a fresh 

departure of the late seventies.

Just as the welfare state did not follow a pleasant path through the 

gardens of consensus to "the precipice of crisis, so the extent to which 

current changes cut across the even tenor of past policy should not be 

exaggerated. In the next chapter we move on to consider why the new crisis 

theory is popular, if alternative explanations of events are possible.



TABLE U : 1

PUBLIC EXPENDITURE ON THE MAIN SOCIAL PROGRAMMES 1978/9, 1983/U

(Billions of pounds at 1982/3 prices, deflated by the GDP total home costs deflator)

m ß - r l 1979-80 1980-1 1981-2 1282-3 1983-1+
Total Social 97.2 98.1 98.8 60 61.7 62.9
Expenditure (100%) (101.6%) (102.8%) (l0i+.9%) (107.9%) (110%)

Social 26.7 27.O 27.9 3O .9 32.9 33.6
Security (100%) (101.1%) (103%) (111+. 2%) (1 2 1.7%) (129.8%)

Education 12.6 12.1+ 12.8 12.6 12 .7 12 .7
(100%) (98.1+%) (101.6%) (100%) (100.8%) (100.8%)

Health and Personal 12.1 12.1+ 13.3 13.6 13.8 11+.0
Social Services (100%) (102.9%) (109.9%) (112.1+%) (111+%) (119.7%)

Housing 9.8 6.3 9.2 3.3 2.7 2.6
(100%) (108.6%) (89.7%) (96.9%) (1+6.6%) ( 1+1+. 8%)

Social. Expenditure 
Percentage of:

as a

Public Expenditure 93*5% 9i+.2% 91+.1% 93-8% 91+.l+% 91+-9%
Gross Domestic Product 21.7% 22% 23% 23.6% 23.7% 23.6%
Deflator 63.3 71.6 89-3 93-9 100 109.1
(index of Total Home Costs)

Sources: The Government’s Expenditure Plans, 19814.-9 to 1986—7 (Cmnd 911+3» 1981+)» Table 1:1l+
National Income and Expenditure (CSO, 1983), Table 1:1 and 2:9
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TABLE h : 2

Patterns of Social Expenditure under Conservative and Labour Governments; 
Annual Changes 1950-83 (Percentage)

Conser-
vative

Labour Conser-
vative

Labour Conser-
vative

Average

1 9 5 0 - 6 U 1 9 6 U -7 0 1 9 7 0 -7 U 1 97U -7 9 1979-81 , 1 9 5 0 - 8 U

Total Social 
Expenditure U.2 5 - 9 6.8 2.0 1 . 7 U.1

Social
Security k - 9 6 . 5 3 . 1 5 - 9 U-9 5 . 1

Education 5.6 5 - 5 U.o o .U 0.5 3.9

Health and 
Personal Social 
Services 3 . 1 6.2 7.1 2.9 2 . 6 U . o

Housing 2 . 5 U.O 1 9 . 9 -7.0 -11.7 1 .3

Note: 1979-8U figures are calculated from the same source as TableU:1•

Sources; from K. Judge in A. Walker, 1982, Table 2:2 and H.M. Treasury, The 

Government's Expenditure Plans 198U-5 to 1986-7. (Cmnd 91U3)»198U.
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TABLE U;3

Unemployment: Numbers and Rates, 197U-1983

Number 
(millions):

Men Women

1971+ 0.3 0.1

1975 0.8 0.2

1976 1.0 0.3

1977 (a) 1.0 o . b

1978 1.0 o .U

1979 0.9 o .U

1980 1.2 0.3

1981 1.8 0.7

1982 2.1 0.8

1983 2.2 0.9

Percentage of Economically 
Active Population:

Total Men Women Overall

0 . 6 3.1+ 1.3 2 . 6

1.0 3.3 2.1 U.1

1 .U 7.1 3-3 3.7

1.U 7.3 3-7 3.8

1 .U 7.0 3.8 3-7

1 . 3 6.3 3.7 3-3

1 . 7 8.3 U.8 6 . 8

2.3 13.0 6.9 10.3

2 . 9 13 .2 8 . 0 12.2

3.1 13.8 9.0 1 3 . 0

Botes: (a) Figures after 1977 are calculated on the new basis of benefit
claimants only; this reduces the total by at least 10 per cent.

Source: Department of Employment Gazettes; January 198I4., Table 2:1 and 
October 1980, Table 2:1; Social Trends no. 9» Table 3:12



TABLE 1+ : 1+

Fiscal Welfare : Tax Subsidies to Owner Occupation, Private Pensions, Life Insurance and Private Health Care (1982/3 Pounds in

1978-9 1979-80 1980-1 1981-2 1982-3
Millions)
19.83.-k

Owner Occupation:
Mortgage Interest Relief 1820

(100%)
2030
(112%)

2320
(128%)

2130
(119%)

2300
(136%)

2620
(11+1+%)

Capital Gains Tax 
Exemption (f)

2300
(100%)

2800
(111+%)

2830
(116%)

3000
(121%)

3000
(120%)

21+00
(96%)

Stamp Duty Exemption U5o
(100%)

323
(72%)

310
(68%)

300
(63%)

390
(83%)

1+13
(96%)

Exemption for Tax on 
Imputed Income 'At least as large as mortgage interest relief'

Pensions
Tax Exemption of 
Contributions (e)

7Uo
(100%)

700
(93%)

830
(112%)

1060
(11+3%)

1080
(11+7%)

1330
(180%)

Self-Employed Retirement 
Annuities

113
(100%)

133
(131+%)

283
(21+7%)

330
(287%)

383
(331+%)

1+30
(373%)

Life Insurance
Income Tax Exemption 
on Premia (d)

I423
(100%)

600
(11+2%)

61+0
(130%)

363
(133%)

380
(137%)

67O
(160%)

Capital Gains Tax 
Exemption on Proceeds (f)

73
(100%)

133
(210%)

11+0
(11+3%)

11+0
(188%)

180
(21+2%)

130
(200%)

Private Health Care (c)
Relief to Employers on 
Insurance Contributions

No relief 23
(100%)

32
(120%)

1+0
(160%)

Mot
Available

Not
Available

MOTES:
(a) Many of the statistics are subject to a wide margin of error. (b) The individual headings cannot be summed since the effect
, x _ _ . . , , ,, of each relief or allowance is costed separately.(c) The private health care calculations are made by the author

and are particularly uncertain. (d) Abolished in 1981+'for most new policies.
(e) Different methods of calculation produce figures varying from (f) Reductions in the rate of Capital Gains Tax in the last 

half to twice those quoted. See text for details. two years have affected the value of this exemption.
Sources: Public uxpenaixure wnite Papers from 1979 to 1981+. Inland Revenue Statistics, 19^3» p*21.

BTJPA., PPP and WPA., 1983. The Cost of Tax Relief for Pension Schemes, Board of Inland Revenue, 1983.
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Chapter Five: Ideology and Continuity

'The tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a 
nightmare on the brain of the living'.

Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire 
of Louis Bonaparte.

'Let us say we are trying to understand the goals and values of 
a certain group, or grasp their vision of the polity; we might 
try to probe this by a questionnaire asking them whether they 
assent or not to a number of propositions, which are meant to 
express different goals, evaluations, beliefs. But how did we 
design the questionnaire? How did we pick these propositions? 
Here we relied on our understanding of the goals, values, 
visions involved. But then this our understanding can be 
challenged, and hence the significance of our results 
questioned. Perhaps the finding of our study, the compiling 
of proportions of assent and dissent to these propositions is 
irrelevant, is without significance for understanding the agents 
or the policy concerned'.

Charles Taylor, 'Interpretation
and the Science of Man'.
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So far this hook has attempted to draw together evidence from a range 

of sources relevant to three different areas of welfare state studies: 

public opinion about social welfare; the development of the welfare state; 

and recent welfare politics. A number of writers have suggested that the 

seventies and eighties have been characterized by sea-change, crisis or 

abrupt departures in all three areas. The argument of preceding chapters 

claims that the reality is rather less exciting. Public attitudes to 

welfare show strong support for the major state services, coupled with 

much weaker enthusiasm for the less favoured services from minority groups.

There is an equally strong support for the private sector, with a consequent 

ambivalence between state and market. The family ethic is rather less marked. 

Attitudes to state welfare are influenced by many factors, the strongest of 

which seem to be judgements of self-interest.

The story of the welfare state since the second war does not bear out the 

pattern of a shift from welfare consensus to conflict that some writers describe: 

nor does it mark the decline from a golden age of Beveridge and universalism. 

Social policy appears to have always been a topic for political debate. The 

structure of the welfare state has shown an equal concern to divide favoured 

from unfavoured services, to allow a well-guarded space for the nurturing of 

private provision and to categorize women in families as dependants and care­

givers at the same time, throughout its history. If these features catch the 

eye more in the recent past it is because various changes have taken place in 

the context of the welfare state - economic constraint, a general rise in 

affluence, the incursion of monetarism, and a transformation of the pattern 

of family life. These make perennial issues more prominent. They do not 

generate new departures in policy or ideology.

The outcome of all these arguments is to focus attention on the power of 

inertia in social policy. The overall theme is of the persistence of certain
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themes, topics and tendencies, of continuity rather than crisis, of business 

as usual, given the inevitable changes. The central question becomes why 

should this be so? The question is the more pressing since current welfare 

policies seem less appropriate to the realities of family organisation, 

employment and economic policy than they can ever have been.

Many factors contribute to an explanation of the development of the welfare 

state and of ideas about it since the second world war. In different ways 

Titmuss (1976, p. 82), Thane (1982, pp. 263-7) and Gough (1979* ch. 9) point 

to the significance of the social, economic and political changes of total war 

and the exceptional period of sustained growth which followed it. Other 

writers point to specific British institutional characteristics - the apparatus 

of accommodation between government, unions and business interests that generated a 

corporatist and stabilizing approach to policy (Middlemas: , 1979)» the peculiar 

national sentiment that is the heritage of imperial grandeur (Hall et al, 1978) 

the defensive strength of the trade union movement coupled with the lack of a 

mass socialist political party (Westergaard and Resler, 1975» part 5)« Within 

the welfare state other interests operate - pension funds (Kincaid, 1975» ch. 8) 

building societies (Ginsburg, 1979» P* 131) the professional groupings of 

doctors (Forsyth, 1966) and teachers (Locke, 197l+> P* 27). The nature of the 

expansion of state sector employment and the extension of unionisation and 

industrial militancy within it (Gough,1979» P* 11+2) pose further limits to 

state action. The changes in the class structure and loosening bond between 

class and party provide an additional arena for manoeuvre in policy to gain 

political support (see, for example, Butler and Kavanagh, 1979» Coates, 1980).

The increasing salience of taxation may constrain the development of welfare 

programmes (KLein, 1980, p. 25).

All these factors, in interaction with many others can be woven into the 

story. The approach here is different. The emphasis is on the overall pattern
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of consistency and the broad-brush portrait of the factors that underlie it 

rather than the micro-politics of day to day struggle. The -underlying 

assumption is that in general in the long-run people's political aspirations 

and support are the outcome of their ideas. Even in the case of pressure 

for self-interest, a conception of what that interest is must direct the 

demand. Chapters two, three and four suggest that the ambivalences in 

public opinion about welfare are more or less reflected in the overall 

tendencies of policy.

We focus on the contribution that accounts of dominant currents in ideas 

can make to understanding the development of welfare. The answer is given in 

terms of the influence of social life in an advanced capitalist society which 

organizes family life on a patriarchal basis, on every-day common sense thinking 

- in terms of the organisation of ideology. This involves on the one hand 

the claim that the roots of ideology can be found in particular features of 

social life and on the other the argument that patterns of ideology are 

major influences on social policy, on mass opinion and on the development of 

social science. Both claims are contested. However the advantage of an 

approach through ideology is that it offers the possiblity of linking to­

gether the three areas of discourse covered in this book in a way in which 

no other approach does. Moreover, if the appeal is to relatively stable 

foundations for ideology, the consistency of ideas and policy is explained.

Ideology

The notion of ideology involves the claim that people's ideas, beliefs, 

attitudes and values are not simply to be taken for granted, but that they 

admit of explanation: that coherent accounts of the consistencies and changes 

in ideas can be given. Since patterns in ideas about society play a major part 

in making society possible (although opinion varies on how large that part is)
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this is a large and fundamental claim. Discussion of ideology is multi­

faceted and diffuse. We shall attempt a brief review of the use of the concept 

with special reference to the state. The review will attempt to set out the 

main approaches, the problems they encounter and the usefulness of the idea 

in relation to the theme of the book.

The Development of the Notion

The concept of ideology in social science is directly analogous to that 

of irony in drama. Both rest on the claim that there is an opposition between 

appearance and reality in the meanings that can be given to a situation 

(Muecke, 1972, p. 7)« Just as the resolution of dramatic irony depends on the 

supplanting of confusion or distortion by the truth, so the idea that conscious­

ness is mystified implies the possibility of a correct knowledge of social 

relations.

Most work traces the pre-history of the notion of ideology to various 

intellectual strands in the break-up of the medieval world order and its 

supersession by the modem era (Larrain, 1979» ch. 1). The critical currents 

generated by the liberation struggles of the bourgeoisie provoked a new analysis 

of the forces that made society stable and led people to accept particular forms 

of government. Three strands in the turmoil may be picked out: a critique of 

traditional politics, a critique of traditional science and a critique of 

traditional religion.

Machiavelli*s insights into the political practice of rulers included a 

distinction between fraud and force as the bases of power. While it is 

virtually impossible to acquire dominion 'simply by the use of open and 

undisguised force' this 'can quite well be done by using only fraud' (Machiavelli, 

1970, p. 311)* Political power may be rooted in conspiracy. Hobbes united the 

critique of politics with the scientific critique of religion. Here he built 

on Bacon's methodological work. Bacon is concerned to distinguish empirical
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reality from distortion in the sphere of knowledge of the natural world as 

Machiavelli does in the political arena. Thus various 'idols' derived from 

habit, the passions, language and traditional theories are identified which 

stand as obstacles to the progress of knowledge based on observation. Hobbes 

takes the empiricist method to its logical conclusion to point out that there 

are many things that knowledge based on experience cannot explain. This is 

the root of religion: 'ignorance of natural causes disposes a man to credulity' 

(Hobbes, 196% p. 169).

At the same time the individualist premise that people act only out of 

self-interest leads to the view that they have 'a perpetual and restless 

desire of power after power, that ceaseth only in death' ( 1968, ch.13). This 

is because the work of others can benefit the power-holder. The problem is to 

explain how political order is possible given that the 'natural condition of 

mankind' is a 'war of each against all'. The solution is the assumption that 

social order is founded on a covenant, a contract for mutual benefit, which 

combines prudential with moral obligation: any order is better than chaos; 

because the primal contract may be referred to, all subjects are morally bound 

to obey the sovereign (Raphael, 1970, p. 88). The desirability of political 

order justifies the sovereign in using any technique, including the promoting 

of religion in order to reinforce authority. The prudential argument is 

closely paralleled by modem socio-biology (Rose, 1982; Sayers, 1982, pp. 60-1). 

Hobbes has linked science, politics and religion. The scientific critique of 

religion shows how religious fiction can contribute to political order and 

this can serve a common interest. The distinction between surface appearance 

and reality is evident in each area.

A direct emphasis on the role of ideas as a positive force in society 

emerges with the French Enlightenment. De Tracy is the first author to use 

the term 'ideology'. In his work it refers to a 'natural history of ideas' 

which is concerned to trace ideas to their origins in sensation and thereby
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enable the production of a critique of current theories and of a true and 

universal theory of human nature. The philosophes of this tradition hoped 

to produce the educational programme for the new society of post-revolutionary 

Prance. As Hall points out (1977» p. 10), their interaction with the political 

order is instructive: 'Napoleon took them up in 1799» in the 'moment' of 

Brumaire, in orderto win support in ... the educated middle class ... but 

by 1803, the 'moment' of his Concordat with the Church, he abandoned them, 

deliberately setting out to destroy the Institut's core'. He was the first 

to use 'ideologist' in a derogatory sense, to mean unrealistic and arrogant 

intellectual.

Comte, one of the founders of positivism, developed a critique of theo­

logical and metaphysical thought which pointed to science as the road to 

knowledge shorn of ideological pre-supposition. This approach supports 

political conclusions: 'all social mechanisms rest upon opinions' (quoted 

inLarrain., 1979» P* 29). The upshot is a Wellsian vision of a future in 

which scientifically based government will usher in a rational order. This 

conception has been widely criticized because it re-introduces metaphysics 

in its linking of science and social progress at the same time as ideology 

is banished in conjunction with an unscientific world order (Durkheim, 1961+» 

pp. 18—20; Huxley, quoted in Larrain, 1979» P* 30; Gould, 19^9» p. ifl» 

Plamenatz, 1963)*

German idealism developed the critique of religion and its relation to 

politics in a different direction. Hegel drew an opposition between the 

dogmatic form in which Christianity developed historically and the true object 

of religion which is centred on the infinite and is the same as the object of 

philosophy. Social institutions alienate mankind from its true concern 

introducing a mystification of reality. The school that followed Hegel 

developed explanations of this paradox. The most important was Feuerbach 

who directly influenced Marx.



Feuerbach's contribution was to solve the problem by reversing its terms.

God becomes the projection of the human essence. 'Man - this is the mystery 

of religion - projects his being into objectivity and then again makes himself 

an object to this projected image of himself thus converted into a subject 

...' (1957, p. 29). The oppression of human thought by organised religion 

is not the result of the self-interested activity of a priestly caste: it 

is self-created by the human race. It does not result from simple weakness 

or credulity as Hobbes suggested. The divine essence is real, it is to be 

found within humanity. The argument is parallel to Blake's fable of how 

men imbued nature with divinity and finally forgot that 'all deities reside 

in the human breast1 (1927, p. ¿4-7) • The opposition of appearance to reality 

is a distinction that is self-generated. Appearance is the central concept 

developed by Marx in the spheres of knowledge and politics. To do this Marx 

developed a historical account of the production and projection of ideas that 

went beyond the simple assumption of free-floating, universal religious 

sentiment.

The main theme in the pre-history of ideology has been the distinction 

between appearance and reality in human affairs; in politics, where conspiracy 

is seen as essential to order by Machiavelii and Hobbes; in science, where 

a method to delve behind the illusion of appearance was sought by Bacon and 

Comte; and in religion where an explanation of the dominion of traditional 

ideas against progressive ideals was sought by Comte and Feuerbach. The 

development of ideas runs from the simple exposition of illusion as 

conspiracy - as fraud in Machiavelli or priestly deceit in the pre- 

Feuerbachian critics of religion - to the projection of human reality and 

its apprehension in a distorted form by Feuerbach.

Marx: Ideology as a Social Product

Marx's contribution to the discussion of ideology is of such seminal
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importance that many subsequent thinkers reinterpret it within the confines 

of their own systems. This leads them to systematize the development of 

Marx's thought in different ways in order to redistribute emphases. Thus 

Althusser distinguishes three distinct breaks in the development of Marx's 

ideas, and dismisses much of the early work (1969» P* 33)* Larrain adopts 

a rather gentler strategy which points to an 'evolution' in Marx's theories 

and regards the work which follows the German Ideology as of central 

importance (1979» P* 37)* In addition other recent writers attempt 

to distinguish between what is and is not defensible in Marx's work in 

order to present a coherent and particular theory (Berger and Luckmann, 

1966, p. 17; Cohen, 1978, ch. 6; Carver, 1982). Here our intention is 

to set out some of the principle ideas associated with Marx in order to 

trace out the main traditions associated with the use of the concept of 

ideology in a Marxist framework and to derive and defend a particular 

theory.

Marx's work on ideology contains three elements which are of enormous 

importance: the source of ideas in social action, the production of 

distorted images of society through social conflict, and the existence of 

ambivalent or self-contradictory patterns of ideas.

The central text in Marx's work which describes his methodological pre­

suppositions is well know:

'In the social production which men carry on they enter into definite 
relations which are indispensable and independent of their will; 
these relations of production correspond to a definite stage of 
development of their material powers of production. The sum total 
of these relations of production constitutes the economic structure 
of society - the real foundation, on which rise legal and political 
superstructures and to which correspond definite forms of social 
consciousness. The mode of production in material life determines 
the general character of the social, political and spiritual 
processes of life. It is not the consciousness of men that 
determines their existence, but, on the contrary, their social 
existence determines their consciousness'. (1959» P* 8I4.).



The "basis of society is economic production; production is a social activity 

and leads to the production of goods to meet needs and of ideas and 

institutions. This approach leads immediately to a historical development 

of Feuerbach's account of ideology. The process whereby the human 

essence is projected and distorted rests on the nature of production 

in different historical periods. These may be characterised by the material 

forces of production available and the social relations of production. It 

is the latter area that is important to any analysis of ideology that is not 

to rest on mere technology.

Why focus on production? Why make this social process the starting point

for theory rather than resting analysis on political relations or on the

currents in ideas that are dominant at particular times? Marx's answer

is simple: without production to satisfy needs there won't be any society,

and this is a matter of brute fact, not logic:

Men can be distinguished from animals by consciousness, by religion 
or anything else you like. They themselves begin to produce their 
means of subsistence, a step which is conditioned by their physical 
organisation ... The way in which men produce their means of sub­
sistence depends first of all on the nature of the actual means of 
subsistence they find in existence and have to reproduce ... The 
nature of individuals ... depends on the material conditions 
determining their production. (HaIX m d  BngelS( 19y0> p.

This does not mean that the description of arrangements to satisfy brute 

need is an adequate account of society: later Marx writes: 'The first 

historical act is ... the production of the means to satisfy those needs, 

the production of material life itself ... the satisfaction of the first 

need, leads to new needs' (p. 1+8)• The situation of humanity in a natural 

world necessitates action to meet need; the process continues as a 'double 

relationship' - on the one hand the social co-operation conditioned by 

natural needs, on the other the way in which that co-operation continually 

produces fresh needs.
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If human action is rendered essential "by the constitution of the natural 
world, it is not a simple reflex that can be explained in terms of the action 

of that world. Thus Marx escapes on the one hand the dualist tradition that 

originated in Descartes and which traced the separate realities of 

consciousness and nature, ultimately finding the problem of how real contact 

with nature could be possible insoluble. On the other hand he avoids the 

perspective of British Empiricism through Hobbes, Locke and Hume that 

influenced the French philosophes in the work of De Tracy and resulted in 

the claim that all knowledge was based on contact with the external world 

through the senses. From both perspectives a fundamental distinction between 

appearance and reality which condemns ideology to the status of mere illusion 

incapable of correction by knowledge seems inevitable. In the former 

rationalist tradition, the gulf occurs with Kant's reality of noumenal objects, 

theoretically necessary in order to guarantee the consistency of the phenomenal 

reality which knowing subjects experience, but impossible for them to contact 

directly. In the latter empiricism, the impossibility of providing a rational 

basis for the categories used to organise sense-data into knowledge leads to 

a similar despair in the hope of correction of ideology: the philosophes 

lapse into a fragile idealism.

The notion of action used by Marx to link nature to consciousness is not

simply conditioned by nature but contains elements of human purpose:

What distinguishes the worst architect from the best of bees is 
this, that the architect raises his structure in imagination 
before he erects it in reality. At the end of every labour-process 
we get a result that already existed in the imagination of the 
labourer at its commencement. (197^> p. 1 7U)•

Yet labour is not simply the transformation of nature: it is also the 

transformation of people's relations with each other. The ways in which 

labour can be carried out affect the social relations of production. On

the most general scale:



People make their own history, hut they do not make it just as they
please: they do not make it under circumstances chosen hy themselves,
hut under circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted
from the past. Engels, 1959» P« 360)

The link between appearance and reality is a double process: survival 

requires human action on a natural world; human consciousness makes that 

action purposive and collective; people project a plan upon the worH which 

is given hack to them in the technical and social creations; finally these 

creations form the circumstances under which history continues. Ideology 

is a human product conditioned hy the human development of society against 

a natural world.

The crucial feature of society is productive activity and the division 

of labour in that activity that leads to the existence of classes and 

class struggle. Marx's analysis of classes in capitalist society generated 

an account of the peculiar nature of ideology within that system.

Ideology and Capitalism

In all class societies the labour of workers produces a surplus which is 

extracted hy a non-working class. Marx regarded his account of the process 

whereby exploitation took place in 'the very Eden of Liberty, Equality and 

Bentham' as the most important discovery in his account of capitalism. It 

is the basis of his theory of ideology.

The problem is to explain how a market system, which functions through 

the exchange of equivalents (at least by and large, in the long run) can 

allow systematic exploitation. The answer is that exploitation is built 

into the basic institution of the market - alienable private property. Marx 

argued that the value of goods was related to the amount of work required to 

produce them. The same applies to the workers' capacity to work. Thus pay

fluctuates about the average cost of the goods that a given worker consumes.
!

However human labour has the unique property that it can produce more than its
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value: correctly used people can produce goods worth more than the equivalent 

of the value of their own labour-time. The capitalist extracts a profit, while 

paying the worker the market worth of the labour used. The point is that society 

is divided by the institution of private property into two classes: those who 

own and control the capital goods which enable them to pump out profits from 

the employment of those who have nothing to sell but their ability to work.

Two classes with contradictory interests confront each other. The central 

problem of this approach is the issue of how stability is possible. The core 

of an answer to this question operates at the level of ideas, and is summed up 

in the notion of 'commodity fetishism': This explains how people's interests 

in capitalist society, which are at heart class interests, are experienced 

as individual: people confront each other as buyers and sellers of commodities, 

seeking to maximize their own command. They may of course form alliances, 

interest groups, unions, cartels with this individual interest in mind. The fact 

that it is because capitalists as a social force own and have control over the 

means of production and that workers have no real choice in working for 

capital that capital is able to extract profits,

slips out of focus. Because the goods that people make and need become private 

property in the market, interests are apprehended as individual and not 

collective. This underlies the way groups and classes struggle for their 

interests as they see them. It explains why capitalism has enormous reserves 

of resilience in such conflict.

Human action in class society produces a distorted understanding of that 

society because the natural conditions which can satisfy needs are understood 
as private property. The relationship between appearance and reality becomes 

inverted: people's collective work, projected onto the world, returns as 

profit, capital goods and commodities, as things rather than social relations. 

This perpetuates the oppressions of class society.
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Parallel to this process, the existence of a separate state which 

is a centre of formal power and does not enter into the market as an 

individual commodity actor, generates its own set of ideological 

associations. The political sphere is formally separated from the 

economic. If the system is understood to he more or less democratic, 

the state can he seen as standing against the market. In contrast to the 

market where the impersonal operation of laws of supply and demand allocate 

resources, the government is capable of making decisions based on discussion, 

negotiation, reconciliation. It can arbitrate between the different 

antagonistic interests of the market and produce an agreed and normatively 

justified solution. Again human political actions are distorted: the 

oppression of the private property system is experienced simply as an 

individual relation in the market. Collective political relations are 

projected into a separate sphere where a basic ground-rule is the protection 

of the private property system itself.

The central theme in these accounts of ideology is of a dissolution of 

the concept of a division between appearance and reality that had under­

lain previous accounts of ideology. Marx is claiming that in one sense the 

experience of capitalist society is misleading, alienated, mystified or 

confused. Yet it is clear that if this had been the sum total of his 

critique he would simply have produced moral condemnations of its wrongness 

or have regarded it as sufficient to expose incorrect apprehensions. He 

does neither (Wood, 1972, p. 2I|5; Geras, 1972, p. 30^)» The distorted 

communication is a particular reality generated by human action under 

particular circumstances. It is the reflection of a particular projection 

of the human essence of labour. The claim to alienation results from the 

fact that this reflection obscures a larger view. In the market interests 

are individual - the supersession of the market can only result from the 

apprehension of interests as collective. In capitalism, the legitimate 

role of the state is to maintain the market. This implies that no wider view
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of social development is possible. Marx's central concern was to look 

beyond the blinkers, to envisage a society wherein a collective perspective 

was available on the surface.

How has Marx's contribution to ideology structured subsequent thought?

It is convenient to organise work between the poles provided by the twin 

theoretical dilemmas of Marxist analysis.

Hew Developments in Ideology

Marx's original statement that roots ideas in social existence understood 

as productive activity is immediately vulnerable to attack from two directions. 

As Plamenatz (1975» p. 282) and Russell (1961, p. 750 point out, if the notion 

that social existence determines consciousness is interpreted in a rigid and 

individualistic sense, the theory immediately collapses. To claim that the 

direction of every individual person's thought is laid down on tramlines by 

society is to move to the view that there is no alternative, that there is 

therefore no truth or falsehood. All thought is as it is and all social theory, 

(including Maine's theory of ideology) merits no discussion. The discussion 

would be pre-determined by social existence and could not advance to a more 

correct view. The link between ideas and mode of production must be inter­

preted as looser than this, to claim that particular modes of production 

tend to foster the general acceptance of particular climates of ideas.

The problem now is that the approach wobbles too far the other way. If 

ideas are dependent on mode of production and modes of production change, 

then the basis of ideas changes and theory is plunged immediately into 

relativism. The solution to this problem contained in Marx rests on the 

orderliness and rigidity of modes of production. The development of history 

is un-directional and has a goal. Indeed it is this aspect of Marxist 

thought that leads Hobsbawm to regard it as superior to other modes of 

historiography, because it has a criterion to make sense of human affairs
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(1972, p. 282). The goal is communist society and the values and theories 

generated in other social forms can be judged by the yard-stick of that form 

of social relations.

The subsequent development of Marxist work on ideology can be traced as 

a track between the precipices of relativism and determinism, the former 

derived from an overstatement of the power of the world of appearance, the 

latter from that of material reality. The problem is to link them adequately.

The determinist traditionhad rested most heavily on the interpretation of 

Engels by Plekhanov and Lenin and is most strongly represented in the current 

German School. The relativist tradition may be traced through those influenced 

by the sociology of knowledge and of literature, through Goldmann, and 

Structuralism, although the work of Lukács and Gramsci on class-consciousness 

has been of substantial importance. The injection of a Freudian psychoanalysis of 

ideology by the Frankfurt School is of importance, as is the development of 

ideology by non-Marxist writers such as Mannheim and Berger and Luckmann. More 

recently attempts have been made to bridge both traditions in the work of 

Althusser in France and of Stuart Hall and his associates in the UK.

Engels developed the conception of the ideological sphere and indeed the 

whole superstructure of society as having an independent existence, which is 

ultimately subsidiary to that of the economic base. This idea we shall see 

re-emerging in the work of Althusser. In a letter to Schmidt he writes:

'although the material mode of existence is the primum agens this does not 

prevent the ideological spheres from reacting against it and influencing it 

in their turn, but this is a secondary effect' (quoted in Larrain, 1979» 

p. 70).

Elsewhere the role of the material base is more simply dominant and 

consciousness becomes an 'image', a 'reflection', a 'conscious reflex of 

the dialectical notion of the real world' (1970» p. 609). Labriola and 

Plekhanov develop a theory of mediations between the economic structure,
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which is the ultimate determining factor, and the directly and indirectly 

moulded world of ideas. The trajectory of this attempt to spell out the 

nature of economic determination is much simplified in the work of Lenin.

For him, Marx's decisive contribution to science is the proof of the 

historical necessity of socialism by an objective analysis of capitalism 

and its place in history. Lenin's work leads him to play down the role 

of ideology in social order. The power of the state becomes (in an 

exposition of Engel's Origin of the Family, Private Property and the 

State) simply the power of 'special bodies of armed men which have prisons 

etc. at their command' (1965>> p. 10). The upshot is that issues of legitimacy 

and allegiance do not figure in the account. The central problem is the 

physical 'smashing* of the bourgeoise state. Callinicos argues that it is 

the triumph of this approach in the debates of the Third International and 

its expression in the vulgar evolutionism of Stalin's Dialectical and 

Historical Materialism that went hand in hand with a politics of blood 

(1976, p. 23). If people's ideas are more or less determined by their 

class location, there is little point in trying to change their minds by 

argument.

The development of determinism in recent years is most apparent in the 

work of recent German writers popularised by Holloway and Picciotto (1979)* 

Here the notion of the state is more sophisticated and attempts to come to 

terms with the massive expansion in economic intervention of this century. 

However the account of the pattern of ideas is ultimately equally determinst.

The central problem tackled in this work is that of the form of the 

capitalist state: why does a state power exist in capitalist societies that 

is understood by citizens to be separate from the economic relations of the 

market? A simple answer is implicit in the work of Altvater: there are 

functions that must be assumed by the state 'due to the impossibility of 

their being performed by individual capitals' (p. U2). This is



152

essentially parallel to Friedman's analysis of a role for the state where 

the market will not provide since the product will give other users a free 

ride: here the scope is expanded to include infrastructure and social 

control. The approach is clearly functionalist and the extension of nece­

ssary state activities to include the production of legitimating ideology 

(cf. Blanke, Jurgens and Kastendiek, p. 109) does not resolve this. Other 

writers, most importantly Hirsch, graft on an historical account of the 

derivation of the state form that rests on the argument that a society 

where needs are met through private property produces an individualisation 

of interests: this leads to the demand that the state defend the system 

of private interests as a whole. The editors of the volume are concerned 

to point out the limitations of this approach: 'it is not that form 

analysis represents some 'royal road to science' ... if the reader finds 

the debate at times too formal and too abstract, this criticism is partly 

justified' (p. 30)* They appeal for the injection of a focus on class 

struggle into the analysis in order to provide an historically dynamic 

component. However, this has not s,o far been achieved. The result is 

that form analysis produces a determinism resting on an account of the 

ideas about the state appropriate to an abstract notion of capitalist 

relations.

The relativist tradition, on the other hand, divorces ideas so absolutely 

from society that a number of representations of appearance may carry equal 

weight and the end result is an impossibility of linking any of them to an 

assertion about reality. This problem has dogged the sociology of knowledge 

tradition. Mannheim was concerned to tackle ideas at the most general level: 

'the crucial question is how the totality we call the spirit 'Weltanschauung' 

of an epoch can be distilled from the various 'objectivications' of that 

epoch - and how we can give an account of it' (1968, p. 73)« The problem of
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making sense of different world-views lies in finding a way of grounding 

particular interpretations of them. Mannheim used two distinctions to 

tackle the issue, first ’relativism* is distinguished from 'relationism'. 

Relativism leads 'to the rejection of all those forms of knowledge which 

were dependent on the subjective stand-point and the social situation of 

the knower, and which were hence merely relative'. The relational app­

roach, on the other hand, starts 'with the assumption that there are spheres 

of thought in which it is impossible to conceive of absolute truth existing 

independently of the values and position of the subject and unrelated to 

the social context' (1936, pp. 69-70)« This however pushes the problem 

one stage further back. The issue now is how to characterise the social 

context of knowledge.

The second distinction is between partial and total concepts of ideology. 

The first notion refers to a scepticism towards certain propositions of an 

adversary, the second to an attempt to understand their entire system of 

thought. This finds its natural home in a relational understanding. The 

problem of moving to a total analysis of a world-view, yet retaining some 

epistemological foundation which enables one to ground an interpretation 

of that world-view.remains.

The most important recent expression of this dilemma is found in the 

work of Berger and Luckmann. for them, the sociology of knowledge operates 

as an idealist dialectic:

Society is a human product, Society is an objective reality,
Man is a social product: ... any analysis of the social world
that leaves out one of these three moments will be distortive.

(1966, p. 79)

The problem is to give an account of the consistencies and regularities 

in the production of society if it is simply understood as human product, in 

which nature has no part. This leads the writers to place considerable 

emphasis on an empirically-grounded account of internalisation and
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socialisation, which occupies about half the book. If it is this kind of 

social process that is to provide a foundation for social knowledge, it 

is hard to see how the approach is to avoid the kind of determinism for 

which Talcott Parson's structural functionalism was criticised.

Within Marxism a relativist tendency is evident in those who attempt to 

compensate economic determinism by postulating an independent role for 

consciousness. Perhaps the most important influence in recent years was 

Gramsci who builds on Lukács' early writings. In his early work Lukács 

was concerned to emphasize the role of consciousness in revolution:

Marxism is the ideology of the proletariat because it explains and promotes 

revolution. Legality on the other hand is the major ideological obstacle 

to proletarian consciousness because it involves respect for the status 

quo. Ideology is set at the centre of the stage in the explanation of 

social stability. 'The strength of every society is in the last resort 

a spiritual strength' (1971» p. 262). Gramsci traces out the role of ideology 

in history in more detail.

His starting point is the conception of class hegemony - the ability of 

one class to establish a moral and intellectual leadership over other classes, 

without resort to the use of force. The political implication is that it is 

possible for the working class to establish a proletarian hegemony in civil 

society and through this means achieve control of the state and of the future 

direction of society. Anderson criticises this approach for its emphasis on 

ideology as a creature of civil society and its separation of the ideological 

hegemony of the bourgeoisie and state power. To the contrary, so long as the 

authority of legitimate democratic forms is maintained, the bourgeoise state 

is 'the principal ideological lynchpin of Western Capitalism' (1977, p. 28). 

The role of ideaLogy conceived as an autonomous force of consciousness in 

social change is overplayed. Ideology tends to float free from material

relations.
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Two further developments have complicated the analysis of ideology.

First Freudian psycho-analysis posits a different distinction between 

appearance and reality in the conscious and the unconscious. A range of 

writers loosely centred about the Frankfurt School have attempted to in­

corporate this into sociological work. Secondly the distinction between 

linguistic structure and the meanings constructed in given communications 

developed by Sassure and Frege and the Prague Circle, offers a second 

opposition utilised by Goldmann and by recent French Structuralist thought.

The central concept of the Frankfurt School is of an alienation of 

humanity from an inner reality by social processes. In the work of Fromm 

the idea is of 'estrangement from the world' ... people's 'acts and their 

consequences have become his masters' (1963, p. 120). Marcuse argues that 

capitalism requires a surplus repression of instinctive drives in order to 

maintain an unhealthy compulsion toward accumulation and acquisitiveness

(1956, P. 37).

Goldmann develops an analysis of all social processes as significative 

structures which can only be understood in terms of their genesis (1970). 

Interpretation requires a wider analysis, - at the widest level, a world­

view. Which world-view is to be preferred? 'That which offers the widest 

form and range of comprehension' (1973» P* 53). The problem of course is 

how criteria for range and width are themselves to be grounded. The 

approach is forever vulnerable to erosion by infinite regress.

The development of theory about ideology, conceived as a gulf between 

appearance and reality, has led to a disproportionate emphasis on one side 

or the other with the result that bridges fail to reach across. Three 

recent writers have developed eclectic approaches designed to span the 

gulf.

The work of Althusser draws both on Engel's conception of science and on 

recent semiology. It has been mainly responsible for restoring the concept
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of ideology to the forefront of debate. It is widely criticised 

(Therbom, 1980; Hirst, 1976; Callinicos, 1976; Larrain, 1979) so it is 

worth pointing out its importance.

Althusser offers a theory that attempts to link science and practice, 

the experience of subjectivity and the Marxist account of objective 

historical processes, and the aspects of the state as legitimate ideological 

power and bearer of physical force. He thus tackles problems that many of 

his detractors do not acknowledge.

He offers a reading of Marx that emphasizes the science of Capital and 

later work against the humanism of the German Ideology and the immature 

writing, following the semiological method of internal consistency. This 

enables Althusser to minimise the importance of materialist accounts of the 

experience of need as the link between humanity and nature in the develop­

ment of consciousness. An account of material reality is given in the theory 

of over-determination. The political, ideological and cultural instances of 

society are determined by the economic base not through a direct relation but 

through an indirect one. They develop at their own relatively autonomous pace, 

and the economy determines the social formation by its influence on which 

instance is dominant in a given situation. In feudalism, the political/ 

religious; in laissez-faire capitalism, market ideology, and so on. Thus 

economic materialism is reconciled with a measure of freedom in human 

experience.

The structuralist approach is pursued in an account of ideology as itself 

bridging appearance and reality: 'In ideology men do indeed express, not the 

relation between them and their conditions of existence, but the way they 

live the relation between them and their conditions of existence. This 

pre-supposes both a real relation and an 'imaginary* 'lived' relation'.

(1977» p. 233)- Thus the problem of the extremes of determinism and 

relativism is solved by taking both on board. Both strands are developed.
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Gan they he reconciled?

Ideology is envisaged as a necessary social cement, essential to all 

social order, even that of communist society. In this sense ideology as 

a category 'is eternal exactly like the unconscious ' (1972, p. 15>2) or, one 

might add, Sassure's linguistic structure. Particular ideologies exist 

according to the circumstances of particular situations. The subordinated 

class can only generate an ideology which leads to social change through 

science, an approach that parallels that of Lenin.

Althusser argues that social continuance depends on the reproduction of 

the conditions of existence of a particular social form. He distinguishes 

the repressive state apparatuses, which work mainly by force, from the 

ideological ones, operating through consciousness. This approach has been 

influential (David, 1980; Wolpe, 1979) and much criticised. As an account 

of the state it is clearly functionalist and the addition of a reference to 

class struggle in a later version of the essay does not resolve this problem 

(Hirst, 1979» Larrain 1979» p. 161). However, more recently Althusser has 

suggested that this aspect of his theory is not of central importance 

(Therbom, 1980, p. 133)*

The central epistemological role of ideology is to 'interpellate', to 

address and construct individuals as subjects in a reality that is actually 

produced by the relations of social classes. The experience of subject­

ivity, of self as social actor, results from the timeless social category 

of ideology. Thus the view of history as class struggle is reconciled with 

the experience of individual autonomy.

Althusser links appearance and reality by positing ideology on both sides 

of the gulf. Reality is always and inevitably experienced as appearance which 

always and inevitably stands in a necessary relation to reality. The 

experience of subjectivity, which makes the illusion of relativism possible 

is part of the process of generation of appearance. The inevitability of
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ideology renders the system detemninist: the place in it for human action 

is unclear. At the same time, the importation of inevitable subjectivity 

introduces an inescapable relativism in the realm of Ideas. The problem of 

distinguishing scientific thought from ideology becomes insuperable.

Ultimately Althusser claims there can be no touchstone for correct knowledge. 

The relation of theory and practice is obscured by the divorce of theory 

from the real world as 'the theory of theoretical practice'. Debray comments 

that thus 'all we have to do to become good theoreticians is to be lazy 

bastards!' (1973» p. 187). Althusser's approach fails to find

a satisfactory reconciliation of materialism and ideas. The link through 

ideology becomes ineluctable and determinist. However, the necessity for 

a theory of ideas to bridge a materialist view of history and human thought 

is high-lighted.

The second approach is that of Habermas. He offers an influential account 

to the problems of legitimacy of the modem state (see Offe, 197U» P« 5U; 

Dunleavy, 1980, p. I4.3; Gough, 1979)» The emphasis on psycho-analysis as the 

tool for exploration of inner space in earlier work, enables him to distinguish 

a separate sphere of motives in addition to the traditional division between 

politics and economics in Marxist analysis of capitalist society. In laissez- 

faire capitalism, the legitimate role of the state was to service the system 

of private property through pursuit of a minimal role. This system provided 

the sphere of pursuit of goals and offered the potential of legitimation 

because it was experienced as operating through the agency of impersonal 

market forces. The dilemma that arises as the state is forced (by crisis 

trends and class struggle) to intervene more and more in the market is that 

the pattern of interventions may tend to contradict the market interests of 

particular groups. There is no way that legitimacy can be guaranteed.

However this theory is more than the theory of the collision of a 'common 

interest' state with particular market interests as it intervenes in the
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market. This is the approach of state overload theorists in Anglo-Saxon 

political science (Beer, 1982; Rose, 1980). Habermas' central point is that 

the legitimation crisis is 'at root a crisis of motivation' (1976, p. 380).

It is the cultural sphere that provides motives and it is unable to provide 

a pattern of motives appropriate to the suppression of some private property- 

interests and the advance of others in the stabilisation of advanced market 

society. The clash is between ideology as a pattern of motives and the 

political necessities of capitalism.

It is unclear whether this theory offers a determinism or not. The in­

capacity of the state to produce the motives it needs to ensure allegiance 

is asserted. Yet crisis-trends are mere 'theorems' requiring further empirical 

investigation. In this sense, it is uncertain whether the individualist 

rigours of psycho-analysis are adequately married to the possibilities of 

history.

The third writer is Stuart Hall who with a number of associates has produced 

an influential series of papers and books. These place a central role on the 

analysis of communication in the production of ideology. The central idea is 

summed up in a paper on television discourse (1973)* This rests on the 

semiology of Barthes which points to the gap between linguistic structure and 

the social circumstances that construct its interpretation and give it meaning. 

Hall, however, is able to develop this in two important directions: he takes 

on board the Gramscian tradition with its analysis of class cultural hegemony; 

and he refers back to an older tradition of Marxist theory with its fundamental 

emphasis on the material determinants of ideology.

The most important factor in the social context of communication is 

(following Gramsci) the 'hegemonic viewpoint'. This:

(a) defines within its terms the mental horizon, the universe 
of possible meanings of a whole society or culture; and

(8) carries within it the stamp of legitimacy - it appears
coterminous with what is 'natural', 'inevitable' taken for 
granted about the social order . (p. 17)»
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Since broadcasters are part of the social order, it is not surprising

that their professional codes reflect the hegemonic order. Thus the ideology

of a dominant class sets the context for the transmission of information.

However, every day life experience also contributes to understanding: it

determines the plausibility of different media messages. Hegemony can only

be maintained so long as it makes sense in terms of the recipient of information's
context produces

common-sense world-view. This analysis of the way cultural / ideology has proved 

especially fruitful in the work of the Glasgow Media Group (1976,78) and of the 

Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies.

The direct influence of the ruling class on communications is traced out in 

other papers (Hall, 1971, 1972). An especially interesting example of the 

approach is to be found in Willis' analysis of the production of working class 

culture (1978). Here the problem under analysis is the question of why rough 

working-class kids who receive the worst end of the deal in all areas of life 

chances put up with an education that does nothing for them. The answer is in 

terms of the construction of a counter-culture to the official culture. The 

kids are rejected by the school system because they reject it, preferring the 

values of masculinity and entertainment to deferred gratification and high 

marks. Willis' point is that this is a partially distorted communication of 

social values: capitalism requires the un-differentiated human labour power 

of manual work from the lower working class. The ethos of child-centred 

education and an individual suiting to a career is, for people in this class- 

position a mystification. Their every day life gives them an alternative 

understanding . Yet this penetration of the hegemonic ideology surrounding 

middle-class attitudes to schooling is self-condemnatory. Because it is 

partial and does not include the supplanting of the material conditions of 

capitalism it condemns its holders to manual labour. Ideology is at once 

a product of class hegemony - a mystification of real social relations - 

and a factor that really does affect life chances in society. The processes
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of systematically distorted communication enable human contact with reality 

to be transformed into appearance by the social reconstruction of that reality.

This approach suggests that there are real possibilities for knowledge to 

penetrate the illusions of ideology. At the same time the scope of penetration 

is limited by the overall ideology of individualism that continually under­

mines all penetration. For Willis the balance of ideology and penetration 

as an empirical matter. Social life is a continual running battle between 

the apprehension of truth and the context of dominant ideological frameworks 

that obscures and mystifies it, as it is grasped. The problem that now arises 

is how to give an account of the process whereby'the particular penetrations 

of autonomy may be made. No general account of this is available in the work 

of this school, so far.

The three approaches to the problem of generating a marxist theory of 

ideology that does not over-balance in the direction of relativism on the one 

hand, or determinism on the other are not successful. In Althusser's approach 

ideology becomes a reflex of history, in Habermas' the relation between ideas 

and social circumstances is ultimately unclean and Hall does not give a final 

answer to the question. However there do appear to be consistent patterns 

in ideas about the welfare state,and this fact justifies an attempt to 

theorise them. Here we attempt a materialist account of the structure of 

ideas discussed in chapter two, which rests centrally on Marx's arguments in 

the German Ideology and in Capital.

Public Opinion

In chapter two, three central themes in opinion about state welfare were 

discussed. First a division between support for favoured mass services such 

as NHS, education , retirement pensions and provision for deserving groups 

(such as the disabled and the elderly) on the one hand, and suspicion of the 

•unfavoured minority services such as unemployment or low pay benefitor the services
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not aDc'cated by obvious need such as child benefit on the other. This theme 

seems stable over time and has been identified in a number of other surveys 

in this country and the USA in recent years.

The second theme concerned the ambivalence in public support between state 

and market welfare. To a considerable extent this seemed to relate to ideas 

about self-interest, although more general judgements about how society should 

be organised played a part. Thirdly, the pattern of opinion about welfare as 

it affected women's interests displayed a further ambivalence between a 

general ideological support for a family ethic with the consequent assumption 

that women had particular roles in caring for dependants, and considerable 

enthusiasm for state provision for dependent family members in detailed 

discussion of what should be available for various need groups.

The discussion at the beginning of chapter two outlined problems with 

interview data as a guide to ideology. The information appears to be most 

useful as a guide to general patterns of ideas and to relations between aspects 

of them. The evidence from the Medway survey seems broadly consonant with a 

number of other studies and the pattern it displays seems homogeneous and 

stable over time. Any conclusions drawn must be tentative and are offered 

faute de mieux. How do we explain this pattern of opinion as ideology? The 

suggestion offered here stems from Marx's seminal conception of commodity 

fetishism.

In his discussion of human apprehension of the market system in Capital,

Marx argues:

'a commodity is a mysterious thing simply because in it the social 
character of men's labour appears to them as an objective character 
stamped upon the product of their labour; because the relation of the 
producers to the sum total of their own labour is presented to them 
as a social relation, existing not between themselves, but between 
the products of their labour ... it is a definite social relation 
between men that assumes, in their eyes, the fantastic form of a 
relation between things', (p. 77),
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It is worth noting that Marx begins his masterwork with the assertion that 

analysis of capitalism ’must begin with the analysis of commodity', and comm­

odity fetishism is the secret of how people understand commodities and their 

value. In a capitalist society the value of commodities is an important part 

of human interests; elsewhere Marx argues that in market society goods 

which are bought and sold satisfy needs, and without that need-satisfaction 

people would simply not survive (Marx and Engels, 1970, p. U2). The centrality 

of commodities is thus a practical rather than a logical matter. It is clear 

that the provision of goods outside the direct market system,through the family 

and state, is of considerable importance now. However commodity-interest is a 

useful starting point.

The argument of the passage quoted claims that the social institutions of 

buying and selling goods mystify social relations in an important way. Pro­

duction and consumption in capitalism are collective processes. Many people 

interact to design, assemble raw materials, make, process, package, market, 

distribute and sell most goods. Similarly the existence of a niche in the 

market for a particular person's work depends on a complex web of social inter­

play. However from the point of view of the individual who wishes to buy a 

particular good in the market or sell her/his capacity to work for the best 

price, this is not the issue; the question is where can you get the value you
7want cheapest, or where can you get the best pay, conditions of work and so on'. 

As Geras puts it:

'A moment's consideration of the defining relations of capitalist society 
- capitalist/worker, producer of -/consumer-of-commodities - is enough to 
verify this. For the capitalist, the worker exists only as labour power, 
for the worker the capitalist only as capital. For the consumer the 
producer is commodities and for the producer, the consumer is money'.

(1972, P. 293).

The capitalist market system makes possible the intertwining of people's 

labour through chains of interaction: at the same time it individualizes self- 

interest so people are primarily concerned with the microcos .m of their own
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individual inmediate interactions with other individuals. The defenders of 

laissez-faire argue this process makes possible the efficient deployment of 

available resources. Marx was chiefly concerned with the extent to which it 

inhibited the recognition of collective class interest across whole categories 

of individuals who were more or less in the same boat in relation to capital.

Here we need only note that market society depends on the social institution 

of exchangeable private property. The things which people want and can be 

produced have to be seen as goods which are privately owned. Therefore they 

can be bought and sold and are not ccmmunualproperty, tied to the feudal lord, 

allocated by hierarchy, hereditary or tradition or whatever. This set-up 

leads to an apprehension of self-interest as individual. Things come in 

bundles hooked on to people.

The individualism of the market, to the extent that it is a dominant theme in 

apprehension of self-interest, has implications for people's understanding of 

political relations. The state stands against the dog eat dog self-interested 

anarchy of the market as an institution which unifies social relations by its 

monopoly of power in a given territory. The development of democratic forms 

of government suggests that the state can be organised to reflect a common or 

at least a majority interest against market chaos. Thus state and market stand 

opposed to each other. Marx argues consistently from his early critique of 

Hegel's approach to the state onwards (1975» pp. 87-9) that this led to an 

obscuring of the reality of the close links between the political and the 

economic. Just as market individualism glosses over the essential identity 

of interest of capital in the preservation of private property in the means of 

production,and its conflict with labour's interest in demolishing this, so 

democratic forms conceal the operation of the state in the interests of capital. 

Similarly proponents of laissez-faire wish to suggest that coalitions of interest 

in the market such as trade unions may bridge the politico-economic gulf to
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sway the state in a particular direction. However, here we are concerned 

with the similarity and common foundations of the economic and political 

conceptualization of interests. The reality (from one perspective) of class 

in the market is inverted (from the perspective of market participants) to 

become a reality of individual interest. Similarly the reality of democratic 

state subject to market interest (from one perspective) becomes the inverted 

reality of the state that stands as a collective social force at an opposite 

pole to the individualism of the market (from another perspective).

How does this abstract theory relate to the pattern of public opinion 

about welfare services? The model leads in two directions which are consonant 

with popular ideas. These concern on the one hand, coalitions of self-interest 

in the market and on the other ideas about the market system as a whole and the 

role of political intervention.

The strong popular support for the heartland of the welfare state, the 

big-spending mass services which are highly favoured across the population, is 

readily related to the consistent mass commodity interest in the provision of 

those services. Just as, generalized attitudinal support for the welfare state 

as a whole relates most strongly to ideas about value for money (chapter two, 

Table 6) so judgements about favoured services relate to ideas about need.

This pattern contrasts with the minority unfavoured services which people are 

leas likely to need and less likely to be prepared to pay taxes to support.

In general support for the welfare state is a matter of self-interest defined 

by the dominant ideology of a society in which desired goods are bought and 

sold.

Clearly this explanation is not entirely satisfactory. Two problems exist, 

first the pattern of mass versus minority services does not hold entirely true. 

Benefits for the sick and disabled, which are plausibly a minority interest yet 

receive mass support, and child benefit, a little favoured mass service, are the
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obvious counterexamples. It may be speculated that value-judgements - about 

desert in the case of sick and disabled benefits and judgements about in­

discriminate allocation in the case of child benefit - are relevant. It is 

not clear whether a commodity interest account that relates desert to exchange 

(as theoretical work on stigma does: Pinker, 1971» ch. ij.) or concern at 

allocation because it is seen to redistribute from the mass of tax payers 

(as Runciman's discussion of family allowance indicates: 1972, p. 266) is 

appropriate. The relevant data on opinions is not available.

The second problem concerns the role of more general value-judgements 

in influencing support. These are clearly significant, but play a relatively 

minor role compared to felt need (chapter two, Table 10). Thus, in general, 

it is possible to claim that commodities interest arguments provide the 

bedrock of understanding of the pattern of opinion between favoured and 

unfavoured provision.

The issue of ambivalence in opinion between market and state welfare may 

be related to the ideological status of these two institutions. On the one 

hand the individualism of the market provides the foundation for justification 

of private welfare provision. To the extent that commodity-exchange is the 

major system for meeting needs, it may be argued that the ideas associated 

with it become the prime ideas about how needs should be met. On the other 

hand individuals may see themselves as members of interest-groups which can use 

a democratic state to provide desired service to meet common needs - a kind 

of ersatz collectivism, founded on plurality of interest. The two roles of 

citizen in a democratic state and individual in the market provide the bases 

for different valued services. These are only in contradiction to the extent 

that market and state are seen to be in contradiction. Writers in the 

reformist tradition of whom the most important is Titmuss saw the welfare state 

as the use of state power to intervene in market inequalities (197U> PP- 29-30)-
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However, if social policy is seen as a means of advancing shared private 

property interests that originate in the market, the conflict dissolves.

The third theme inppular ideas concerns women and the family. Again 

a variant of commodity interest can be used to explain ambivalence in ideas.

The centrality of the commodity as the base of judgements of self-interest 

derives from the idea that the market is the main institution allocating 

resources to meet needs. The family also plays a role and the most important 

aspect of this is the use of unwaged women's labour to care for dependants 

(change the nappies), to process commodities into the form in which they are 

used (cook the beans) and to provide services (scrub the floor). A considerable 

body of research indicates that women bear a disproportionate share of the 

burden of these services even when they also work in paid employment (Oakley, 

1981, p. 250; Rose, 1981, p. 503). In addition, the development of labour- 

saving devices does not seem to have a great impact on the amount of time 

spent in these services, although it may influence the nature of the work 

done. Current developments in the welfare state, particularly in the government 

commitment to community care imply an increase in the burden of this work, which 

is likely to fall in the main on particular groups of women (see chapter four).

The relationship between the family and the capitalist mode of production 

is much debated. It is arguable that family system fulfils material and 

ideological functions. On the one hand the existence of families enables the 

continuance of the working class at a lower level of wages than would other­

wise be necessary, because unwaged women workers provide services in the home 

cheaper than they would cost in the market (Gardiner, 1977» McIntosh, 1979» 

p. 15>9). On the other hand the family socializes people to fit into the existing 

system (Barrett, 1980, pp. 138—4̂ . Both these suggestions may be challenged. 

Humphries in a controversial article argues that the working class family is 

a base for resistance to capitalist oppression, as well as a site of additional 

exploitation (1977)•
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The argument for a simple functional link between family and capitalism 

is put in a nutshell by Deem:

'in most capitalist societies there remains a strongly entrenched
sexual division of labour separating what men do from what women do.
Because of this it is both possible and feasible to argue that the
sexual division of labour must be essential to the maintenance of
capitalist society although the exact ways in which it is important
... remain controversial'. /„„„Q(1978, p. 2 )

This is simply a non sequitur in the absence of an unequivocal explanation of 

the origins and process of the functions.

The contemporary family form is not simply the product of the development 

of capitalism, whether or not certain aspects of it are helpful to that 

social system. The family provides a logically separate and independent system 

of meeting needs to the capitalist market although it is clearly integrated 

with it. This provides a base for the ethic of family ideology which emerges 

most strongly in the general statements about the appropriateness of state 

care for family dependants. In respect of particular services the emphasis is 

much more strongly on the individual, and the pattern of mass support for the 

favoured services for elderly dependants, and suspicion of minority childcare 

provision shows through. The pattern in this area, is the result of the 

interaction of interests based on family provision and on market interests 

expressed through good value state services.

The central idea deployed in this account of. the overall pattern of public 

opinion is of commodity fetishism. Clearly the structure of popular ideas 

is complex. People live in a market society and that this makes them want 

large scale collective services when these seem value for money; makes them 

support the market system at the same time in their role as market consumers; 

and produces a duality between this individualist structure of opinion and 

judgements based on a parallel family ethic. Appeal to these simple facts 

of everyday life goes a long way in explaining the structure of popular 

ideas. The precise form in which these interests are realised



1 6 9

and the ebb and flow of pressure between different groups with different 

alliances of interest differs according to myriad situational factors.

However this general ideological foundation provides the bedrock on which 

the framework of welfare is constructed. The overall pattern is relatively 

stable over time. It constitutes a powerful reason why the seeds of current 

developments are to be found in the previous pattern of welfare rather than 

in sudden and critical change. At the same time it poses major obstacles to a 

substantial shift in the direction and in the consistent ambiguities of the 

welfare state.

Conclusion

The suggestion inherent in the argument of this chapter is that the tradi­

tions of discussion of ideology have exaggerated the size of the gulf between 

relativism and determinism. If the materialist thesis of ideas produced by 

social relations of production is interpreted with flexibility, space for the 

every day experience of free will becomes available. From the viewpoint of 

commodity fetishism the assertion is not that all individuals in advanced 

capitalism must understand self-interest as exclusively individual and 

commodity based, nor that state and economic are invariably thought of as 

opposite and contradictory institutions. Rather it is that there is a natural 

tendency in people's thought to be concerned with meeting needs - natural, 

because people have real and impatient needs due to their existence in a 

natural world. If the prime way of meeting needs is through control over 

goods, and the main way of achieving this is through ownership and exchange 

in a private property system, then people will tend to think of self-interest 

within the bounds of individualism. There is no reason why they can't in 

principle take a longer view: its just that the cards are stacked against it. 

Similarly the conceptual separation of state and market that results from a 

narrow ccnmndity-centred view of the economic and thus the idea that there is 

no obstacle to the deployment of state power is not necessary - merely probable.
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The position advanced here is in many ways analogous to the argument 

of Abercrombie, Hill and Turner (1980). The claim in that volume is that 

advocates of a 'dominant ideology thesis' in marxist social science are 

mistaken. The roots of Marx's account of social cohesion in class society 

are not to be found in the production of ideology in the interests of one 

class, but rather in what is termed the 'dull compulsion of economic 

relations'. This tag is in fact quoted with approval thrice (pp. 57» 163 

and 166). Things are set up so that you have to work for pay: that's 

what everyone does and to conceive of and struggle for a different social 

order requires a huge effort against the present system.

'The advance of capitalist production develops a working-class which 
by education, tradition, habit, looks upon the conditions of that mode 
of production as self-evident laws of nature. The dull compulsion of 
economic relations completes the subjection of the labourer to the 
capitalist' (197U, p. 689).

It is the 'thereness' of social arrangements, the unalterability of what is 

the case, that gives this world view its special force, that elevates it to 

the status of common sense both in public opinion and academic studies. The 

slope of ideas leads inexorably in this direction. This is the basis of 

popular ideas, and of the success of the new crisis theory. The virtue of 

this approach is that it chimes in harmony with the dominant intellectual 

perspective of the subject - reformism. It provides an analysis of the 

evident weakness of the welfare state that does not undermine the central 

tenet of reform - that state is in principle separate from market and 

therefore in a position to radically upset market allocation of goods.

Rudolph Klein in an influential paper (1980b) suggests that social policy 

studies are threatened from two directions: first the external crisis of the 

social and economic forces that challenge the continued stability of the 

welfare state. We have argued that this threat does not result so 

much from a change in popular ideas and democratic politics as from the
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inability of immobile arrangements to cope with social change. The 

second challenge is internal and concerned with the growth of new 

theoretical orientations which threaten to undermine the dominant 

reformism perspective in the subject. The response of the main current 

of theory to this challenge is instructive. Social policy writing moulds 

theoretical challenges into a form in which they no longer confront the 

assumption of reformism: the capacity of a capitalist state to inter­

vene in the market to achieve desired ends. This is further evidence 

of the ideological power of that paradigm in the subject. The ideas of 

intellectuals are no more immune from the power of ideological structures 

than are those of ordinary citizens.
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Chapter Six: The Crisis in Welfare State Studies

1 Once upon a time a valiant fellow had the idea that men were 
drowned in water only because they were possessed with the 
idea of gravity. If they were to knock this notion out of 
their heads ... they would be sublimely proof against any 
danger from water. His whole life long he fought against 
the illusion of gravity, of whose harmful results all 
statistics brought him new and manifold evidence. This 
valiant fellow was the type of the new revolutionary 
philosopher ...'

Karl Marx and Frederick Engels: The German Ideology.

'Marx is dead, Lenin is dead, and I'm not feeling too well myself!'

West German Sponti Group Slogan
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The argument of the hook so far has been that the view that the welfare 

state is currently the victim of a sudden attack by the new right is some­

what misleading. There is no substantial shift in opinion against state 

welfare or for privatisation. The vision of the history of the welfare 

state as a decline from the golden age tends to mask the conflicts and 

continuities that have always existed in policy. The contemporary problems

in the welfare state arise from the failure of policy to adapt to the demandst Ao n
of changing circumstances - from inertia rather/the radical development of 

policy. The question that follows is why new crisis theory should be 

influential, if it is incorrect. On the answer to this question turns 

any assessment of the future of the central academic standpoint in this 

area.

The dominant approach is fabian reformism. After a balmy youth as the 

commonsense of government in the Wilson era, this tradition has suffered 

sudden attack on three fronts. The success of reformism is challenged in 

the evidence that state welfare has not advanced equality; its popular 

appeal is overthrown by the 1979 and 1983 election victories; and the 

advent of feminist, marxist and liberal critiques of fabian theory demand 

a response. The capacity of the approach to handle empirical and political 

challenges depends ultimately on beating off the theoretical attack. In the 

empirical arena, reformism can only win back lost ground by showing that 

progress is feasible. This requires a reply to the theoretical claims 

that the welfare state is in principle irredeemably infected by patriarchy, 

capitalism or political serfdom. The political attack demands a practical 

strategy to win mass support for the welfare state. Reformism must counter 

theoretical arguments that the ideologies of family and private property 

or the tyranny of vested interests hold dominion in our society. Argument 

in empirical and political arenas is complex, fluid and subtle. Its success 

depends on victory at the theoretical level. In this chapter we focus on
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the response of social policy studies to the theoretical challenge.

Why is the New Crisis Theory Plausible?

The problem to be faced in this section is that of why many academics 

have tended to see current events as implying greater changes in the 

politics of the welfare state than are justified. The answer is to be 

sought in the same structure of commodity fetishism and its application to 

ideas about state and market discussed in chapter five, but this time viewed 

with the detachment of a commentator on society rather than a participant 

in it. The dominant tradition in social policy studies in the UK has been 

concerned exclusively with consumption - with the distribution of goods 

between people. Until recently its main area of interest was the market. 

Although consideration of allocation within households and families has 

recently developed this is almost entirely in terms of the deployment of 

commodities (Pahl, 1980; Zweig, 1961). Similarly, the operation of a 

voluntary sector alongside the market economy has been analysed as secondary.

If the dominant theme of social policy studies is commodity interests, 

the dominant strategy discussed is interventionist. The way to achieve 

desired allocations of goods is through state intervention in the market.

In fact, for many writers this is a defining characteristic of the welfare 

state (Gough, 1979> P* 3> Briggs, 1972, and so on). Thus the two themes 

of fetishism - the basis of interest in individual command over commodities 

with the underlying principle of private property taken for granted; and the 

separation of state and economy - are the pres umptions of the approach.

Within this overall framework various strands have developed. Of 

particular note is the egalitarian fabian tradition running from Tawneyto 

Titmuss with its emphasis on market equality as the object of state inter­

vention, and its investing of that equality with moral overtones to do with
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social integration. The elevation of the living standards of the group 

referred to by Townsend as ’the social minority' (1973) to those of the 

mass is not simply a question of the elimination of poverty but of the 

creation of a society in which all are united by participation in a 

common life-style. Thus, the often-misunderstood emphasis on life-style 

elements in Townsends operationalisation of poverty (1979» ch. 6; see, for 

example, Piachaud's critique, 1981). The fabian approach to interventionism 

may be contrasted with social democratic ideals which are more concerned with 

the creation of a society in which inequalities are at least seen to be fair, 

and in which the use of policy to achieve economic efficiency plays a major 

role (Weale, 19^3, p. 200). These strands in reformism have been extensively 

discussed elsewhere (see George and Wilding, 1981+ or Taylor-Gooby and Dale, 

1981, for example). Here we are concerned with the theory of crisis. It is 

writers in this tradition who tend to see current events as a crisis in the 

welfare state - a crisis of interventionism. This is because the alternative 

explanation - that current issues are simply the outcome of a democratic 

politics under particular circumstances in a society where certain ideas 

flourish (and have flourished) - cannot be thought through in a reformist 

framework. The problem for reformism is that such a central place for the role 

of ideology would make the whole reformist project of using state power to 

change economic relations implausible. The structure of ideas produced by 

market relations can always undermine "that scheme. Implicit in the reformist 

project is the view that ideas are always subject to change by argument. This 

is contained in Keynes' oft-quoted dictum that 'nothing is mightier than an 

idea whose time has come', in Galbraith's assertion that 'the emancipation 

of belief is the most formidable of the tasks of reform and the one on which 

all else depends' (1973» P- 223) and in the whole political approach that 

used rational argument in order to change policy. If the structure of
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commodity interest is always stronger than the power of reformist ideas 

this approach has little future. Thus Crosland's perplexity, the 

repetition of the idea that 'we didn't try hard enough' in his account 

of the limited achievements of the Wilson government (1976, p. 180), as 

if a metaphysical concept of applied will (a la Schumpeter) was adequate 

to explain the failure of sixties labourism. Similarly MacGregor, in seeking 

to put logether a plausible political programme for the social minority talks 

of establishing structures of alliances with groups of similar interests 

(1981, p. 177). The problem as Mil .iband points out (197U* P* 195) is that 

its difficult to imagine a substantial political grouping on this basis.

The divisiveness of unemployment as a policy measure and the long-term trend 

to private welfare discussed in chapter four exacerbate the problem. The 

second interlinking between the separation of state and market and the 

denial of links of power and more importantly at the level of ideas between 

them is that the failure of reformist policies discussed in the body of the 

work dominated by LeQrand (1982) becomes a matter of the detail of policy 

or of the political climate. Thus new programmes designed to circumvent 

obstacles may be put forward (Glennerster, 1983» Hadley and Hatch, 1981; 

Bosanquet, 1983» for example). Explanations of the failure in terms of 

outside agencies such as the media (Golding and Middleton, 1982), a conspiracy 

of vested interests or the machinations of politicians (Bull et al, 1983)in fact 

any combination of the whole range of situational factors discussed at the 

beginning of chapter five seems plausible. These factors undoubtedly play 

an important role. The perspective of reformism promotes them to the centre 

of the stage and plays down the role of ideology in creating the climate 

of ideas in which they struggle. However reformism has been challenged from 

a number of directions.

There are three main strands in current thinking on the welfare state
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that challenge the basic presumptions of the fabian tradition: that a 

democratic interventionist government can meet needs satisfactorily in 

a capitalist society. These are liberalism, feminism and marxism.

Liberalism

This refers to a range of approaches which stress a basic value of in­

dividual freedom and see the untrammelled operation of the market as the 

best way to realize that value. The seminal work of Friedman and Hayek has 

been extensively discussed in social policy writing in recent years (George 

and Wilding, 1976, ch. 2; Room, 1979; Taylor-Gooby and Dale, 1981, ch. 3; 

Bosanquet, 1983,chs. 2 and 3) and. the main points can be summarised briefly.

First Hayek and Friedman's approaches differ in certain fundamental respects. 

Friedman's analysis starts out in a quest for a form of social relations in 

which co-operative production is possible without coercion: this is found 

in the market in which individuals are free to exchange as they choose 

(1966, ch. 1 ). The central features of this approach are: an account of 

depressions and other disasters and inefficiencies of capitalism as due to 

the operations of the political power of governments or other organized 

bodies pursuing sectional interests; a lack of analysis of the mechanisms 

by which particular groups attain power; and the consequent assumption that 

it is possible to restrict coercive power within a market by law without 

creating a situation in which the coercive power of law is misused by 

monopoly holders of capital, skilled labour and scarce resources. The 

classic critique of the approach from political science is contained in 

MacFherson's essay (1968). Friedman countenances government welfare 

programmes: in earlier work these would be restricted to those who were 

too young or handicapped to participate in markets (1966, ch. 2). More 

recently he suggests a negative income tax scheme to ensure an adequate
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capacity to meet needs in the market for all (19^0, ch. 1;).

Hayek's approach rests on a more subtle and rigorous elaboration of 

the presumption on which Friedman work rests. Consequently, the implica­

tions are drawn more clearly. The foundation of liberalism is individualist 

social theory - the starting point for analysis is the view that people function 

as more or less conscious social atoms, directing their activities on the 

basis of their judgements about the most desirable course for themselves.

The result is the exaltation of the value of freedom, for this is a natural 

state in which people can maximise the good to themselves. However, the 

restrictions to freedom that can be conceptualized in this approach are 

limited to those that result from the conscious actions of others - decisions 

by professional groups, trade unionists or capitalists to rig labour or 

commodity markets in their own interests, or by political parties to advance 

policies that are attractive to particular sections of the electorate at 

the expense of others. This is what must be prevented, to make markets free 

and efficient. The capacity of class culture, dominant ideology or historical 

traditions to sway the preferences of whole groups of people cannot be thought 

of in this approach, since collective ideas do not enter. These issues simply 

become grist which individuals may take into account in their individual 

decisions. The basis of decision is individual judgement of interest, and 

not collective ideology. Thus the incapacity to regard anything other than 

conscious human actions as relevent. Common structures of ideas sink out 

of sight, to become as far outside the compass of social theory as natural 

forces.

Hayek develops individualism of method to establish a critique of 

state planning as not only subject to influence by particular vested 

interests, but as in principle incapable of satisfying human needs. It is 

impossible for any one person to know what everyone wants or can offer.
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Central planning must give way to the hidden hand of the market, which can 

co-ordinate myriad individual activities. The critique of state intervent­

ionism has developed into an overall condemnation of ’deeply-entrenched defects 

of construction of the generally accepted type of 'democratic' government' 

(1979, p . xiii). Political parties pursue particular interests and must be 

outlawed. The defence of individual freedom in the market finally turns into 

an attack on the expression of individual choice at the political level 

(Gamble, 1979).

The assertion that the welfare state cannot attain the goal of enhancing 

human welfare because it is in principle ridden with vested interests,has 

in recent years been reinforced by the work of the 'public choice' school of 

economics, emanating mainly from the USA. Four defects with the operation 

of democratic interventionism are detected: first the problem of 'fiscal 

illusion'. Buchanan (1992, 19^3) draws on Puviani's point (1897) that the 

financing of state policies tends to derive from a general tax fund rather 

than earmarked taxes. This obscures the relation between tax payment and 

public expenditure. Buchanan suggests that it is likely to lead to an 

excessive expenditure particularly on projects favoured by tightly organized 

and vocal minorities, since resistance is generally diffuse. It is worth 

noting that Downs (i960) has deployed fiscal illusion arguments to support 

entirely the opposite conclusion, suggesting that the fact that tax revenues 

have to be levied from the mass to fund projects for particular interests, 

leads to too little rather than too much being spent. Clearly, the circum­

stances of particular cases are important. However, the 'fiscal drag' of 

inflation and rising real incomes of post-war years have meant that real 

increases in tax revenues have been relatively painless. This has 

certainly been seen as a major cause of the expansion of welfare by a 

number of authors (Klein, 197^)• In addition, as Mueller points out,
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(1979* P* 86), the existence of a 'fiscal illusion' tends to exaggerate the 

effect of some of the inherent problems of representative democracy that 

have been extensively analysed by students of voting. This forms the second 

area of defect of public choice theorists.

Four issues are of greatest significance. First the 'paradox of voting' 

discovered by Condorcet (1785) and. made the centerpiece of Riker's elegantly 

argued text (1982). The point may be stated simply: suppose three people 

have three different preference orders for a bundle of policy options: the 

first prefers x to y and y to z; the second y to z and z to x; and the 

preference order of the third runs zxy. If we attempt to calculate the 

majority preference order we can find 2 to 1 majorities for the three 

preferences x over y (first and third voters versus the second); y over z 

(first and second versus the third) and z over x (second and third versus 

the first). The paradox is that although each individual's ordering is 

transitive, stating an unambiguous ordering of relative preference for each 

policy, the combined order is not. Depending on which policy we consider 

first we have exactly equal grounds for claiming that collective preference 

runs xyzx; yzxy or zxyz. In other words majority voting on a multiplicity 

of issues can easily produce ambiguous results: the outcome may well depend 

on the order in which the issues are presented.

It can be demonstrated that it is only in circumstances in which everyone 

ranges preferences along a single dimension (such as level of expenditure) 

that a single outcome of majority voting is guaranteed (Mueller, 1979» P* 1+1). 

However preferences on welfare issues are often more complex (community care; 

residential provision; social care insurance or mixtures of all three?) and 

this casts doubt on the viability of simple democratic choice mechanisms.

Can a policy making apparatus of the usual democratic kind represent popular 

preferences faithfully?
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The second issue of voting concerns the issue of vote-trading. If 

two people or interest groups each stand to benefit from different parts 

of two different packages of policy measures, it makes sense for them to 

combine forces to vote both through a committee, although other parts of the 

packages may be mildly against their own and strongly against other people's 

interests. Tullock is able to show that because majority voting measures 

number of supporters rather than intensity of preference it can lead to the 

approval of policies that actually have a negative effect on the community 

as a whole (1976). Riker is able to produce a number of examples of this 

process in action (1982, pp. II4.9-68).

These defects of majority decision-making procedures together with the 

observation that political parties which wish to appeal to the majority in 

a plural society will tend to offer a judicious mixture of policies as a 

package deal, some of which are bound to offend somebody (Breton, 197U> P* i>0), 

undermines the claim of representative democracy to express the popular will. 

The third and fourth issue concern problems in the operation of democratic 

governments.

Bartlett (1973» ch. 9) and Judge and Hampson (1980) draw attention to the 

capacity of interest groups, political parties and governments to influence 

the decisions of the electorate by the supply of information. The effect is 

analogous to that of advertising in the commodity market. The persuasive 

messages of politicians are extensively analysed and widely discounted 

(Glasgow Media Group 1976 and 1978;Golding and Middleton, 1981, ch. 7)- 

However many groups have strong interests in the area of welfare and are 

concerned to apply political pressure (Beer, 19%; Eckstein, i960). The 

provision of information through reports, media interviews, case-studies, 

giving evidence to official enquiries and commissions and informal contact 

with politicians is widespread. However, it is possible to exaggerate the
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effect of such groups. One recent detailed study concludes: 'in general, 

pressure groups in the income-maintenance field are influential rather than 

powerful' (Whiteley and Winyard, 1983» P* 22).

The fourth issue concerns the operation of public bureaucracies. Niskanen 

argues that bureaucracies tend to expand above the optimum size because the 

control that the bureau has over information about its own activities and 

the level of need for them gives it a powerful lever in the extraction of 

funds from a sponsor. An additional reason is that the reward system and 

goals of the worker tend to be linked to the size of the bureau (1971)• The 

first point is also argued in the final chapter of Breton's seminal book 

(197U); the second is expanded in Leibenstein's theory of x - inefficiency 

(1965)• The point systematized here is that the goal pursued by the 

bureaucrat (x) may well be shaped by career plans and aspirations as to 

work-situation, and thus differ from that desired by his sponsor (y). The 

gap between x and y is the inefficiency. It is often suggested that because 

reward is less closely linked to output in the public sector, this kind of 

inefficiency has greater space to develop, as in the myth of the tea drinking 

and procrastinating civil servant. The argument can then be linked to the 

thesis that public spending in a democracy exceeds an optimum level.

The individualism of Hayek and Friedman and the critique of the failings 

of representative democratic institutions have been linked together by a number 

of writers. A powerful example is Riker, who links a sophisticated theory of 

the aggregation of individual choice to an analysis of individual voting to 

defend liberal interpretations of democracy against populist ones. Populism 

as exemplified in the work of MacPherson argues that 'the opinions of the 

majority must be right and must be respected because the will of the people is 

the liberty of the people. In the liberal interpretation, there is no such 

magical identification. The outcome of voting is just a decision, and has no



183

special moral character' (p. 11*).

The conclusion of the book at a political level is the desirability of 

the restriction of the power of elected representatives through a multi- 

cameral legislature, a division between the legislative and the executive 

and between national and local government, an independent judiciary and 

limitations on tenure - in short Madisonian checks and balances (p. 250).

At the normative level the disasters of the operation of competitive markets 

are judged less severe than those of the uncontrolled action of governments: 

'losses of roughly the same scale are worse in a political context than an 

economic context. For both individual citizens and the whole society, losing 

a war and being pillaged, harried and murdered is worse than chronic unemploy­

ment and poverty' (p. 202). This judgement is, of course, open to question.

Its net effect is to bastion the market against the scope of state intervention 

on grounds which parallel Hayek's: to allow the state access may promise many 

benefits in the short term, but it is to set one's foot on the slippery slope 

that can culminate in the absolute disaster of serfdom.

A penny-plain version of the argument is found in many of the publications 

of the Institute of Economic Affairs. A good example is Seldon (1981). Here 

the case against the welfare state is based on four propositions: that state 

welfare does not allow sufficient consumer choice, is therefore coercive, is 

likely to be supplanted by more flexible private alternatives and will there­

fore collapse (p. 11). The expansion of the state is due in part to the 

vested interests of bureaucrats, in part to the manipulation of fiscal 

illusion and interest group preferences by politicians (pp.38-1*3)* Only by 

establishing control of the sectional interests that have created the welfare 

state will it be possible to expand true welfare (pp. l*l*-6). Other examples 

of a similar eclectic linking of political and economic arguments are Harris 

and Seldon, (1979)» and Seldon, (1977)*
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The general tenor of these arguments is to maintain that for a number 

of reasons, some to do with the nature of liberty and some to do with that 

of political institutions, the welfare state cannot enhance welfare. This 

constitutes a radical attack on the possibility of a welfare state. A recent 

strand in writing on social policy that seems likely to become influential 

in the future turns the edge of these arguments while accepting many of 

their premises.

The Mixed Economy of Welfare

The phrase 'mixed economy of welfare' refers to the fact that the total 

welfare situation of any individual is the outcome of the combination of a 

wide variety of factors including the operation of state, market, voluntary 

and family provision. Attention is focussed on the interaction of all these 

bearers of benefit and not simply the state. This approach has received a 

great deal of attention in the early eighties as the previous fabian orthodoxy 

weakened and has become the focus of a number of texts (Judge, 1983; Weale, 1983)» 

has influenced others(Hadley and Hatch, 1981; Bosanquet, 1983) and has provided 

the theme for the 1983 Social Administration Association conference. In some 

ways it continues the concern of mainstream fabianism with the social division 

of welfare (Titmuss, 1955; Sinfield, 1978). The overall framework provides rich 

opportunities for individual exponents to vary the emphases between different 

aspects. One influential argument enables the potential and duty of inter­

ventionist democracies to achieve welfare to be restated. This is of interest 

because it starts out from individualist premises which are similar to those 

of Hayek and Friedman. In short it enables liberalist approaches to be in­

corporated within welfare statism.

The argument of Weale's text (1983) provides three foundations for a liberal 

theory of state intervention: the starting point is identical to that of
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Friedman (1966): a presumption in favour of individual autonomy. The theory 

is developed with reference to contractarian accounts of social choice. The 

third aspect of theory is the desirability of political participation.

The establishment of individual autonomy is seen as requiring on the one 

hand the familiar set of legal and political freedoms associated with western 

democracy. Indeed Friedman, Nozick (1970 and other laissez-faire liberals 

have seen such rights as part of the legitimate role of a minimal state. On 

the other hand, autonomy demands freedom from economic insecurity and the 

freedom to make deliberative life-plans (Weale, 1983» P» 5 k )  • The reasoning 

has parallels with that of Lukes (1976) and Plant (1980). In a society in 

which the market is a major allocator of resources, a limited measure of 

income maintenance is a necessary precondition of freedom: as Goodin (1982) 

suggests the notion of freedom has a dual aspect. Freedom is freedom from 

restraints to achieve goals, and autonomy implies the pre-requisites for its 

exercise. In practice this suggests a radical redistribution of property 

rights and genuine equality of educational opportunity. It is important to 

note that Weale regards the principle of private property as 'the foundation 

of individual freedom and autonomy' (p. 63). The argument is that people 

need some control over property in order to be able to express themselves. 

Moreover, property presents a bulwark against the excesses of state planning 

- a claim which echoes Hayek. Thus the argument sets strict limits to how 

far redistribution may go and denies any suggestion of common property. It 

bears a close resemblance to its individualist antecedents. In addition, this 

degree of state intervention is not based on normative arguments about the 

nature of human need in the manner of Plant or Lukes. The argument returns 

to autonomy. The claim is that all citizens will themselves freely recognise 

the desirability of these restrictions on liberty, in order to make wider 

conditions of liberty available to all.
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This argument has an obvious basis in Rawls' conception of collective 

choice in a situation where vested interests are set to one side. The 

second stage of the theory builds on this approach. Rawls argued that 

the basic rules of social justice could be deduced in a non-dictatorial 

manner by imagining the rules that people would set down for the apportion­

ment of social rewards and disadvantages between social roles if they did 

not know which roles they would themselves occupy. Decisions made behind 

the 'veil of ignorance' cannot be biased since people cannot know how 

their judgements will affect their own eventual position. Yet they will 

have a strong interest in ensuring that social organisation is just in 

case they come to occupy an unfairly penalized position (Rawls, 1972,

pp. 136-60).

Rawls concluded that the kind of caution which would prevail behind the 

veil of ignorance would make two rules for social organisation rational 

choices: the most extensive basic liberty for each which is compatible with 

a similar liberty for others; and the distribution of social and economic 

inequalities so that they are to the advantage of all (p. 60). The first 

principle is similar to the first foundation of state welfare inWeale's 

argument. The second justifies inequalities which might be expected to 

produce material growth: work incentives, rewards for risk-taking and entre­

preneurship, extra advantages for mutually beneficial discovery, in short 

everything from company cars to non-progressive income tax. However the 

inegalitarian impact of such policies is substantially weakened in Weale's 

account by appeal to 'risk aversion'. Unlike Rawls, Weale suggests that 

there are certain miseries which many people might wish to avoid so strongly 

that they would be willing to make sacrifices in economic growth in order to 

do so: need for health care or social security are important instances.

Thus it is reasonable to suppose a legitimate role for the state in
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ensuring specific egalitarianism in these areas. A theory which rests on 

a sophisticated account of individual liberty has by now justified the 

greater part of the welfare state.

The third part of the theory concerns the likely development of policy 

in representative democracies. Weale takes the criticism of democratic 

institutions into account and strongly favours the construction of a system 

of checks and balances to limit the play of populism. However, unlike 

Riker, he does not suggest that the operation of political power leads to 

more disastrous results than that of free markets. In any case it is not 

clear that a system of private provision with a minimal state will advance 

individual autonomy to a greater extent than does interventionism. Indeed, 

the thrust of the first two stages of argument is to maintain that inter­

ventionism is likely to be strongly favoured by autonomous citizens. The 

upshot is the suggestion that the interplay of political participation will 

lead to complex and unpredicted results. However, it is likely that this 

process will generate further justifications for collective provision, 

through the sentiment of altruism as much as through the machination of 

self-interested groups.

In this argument, Weale follows the path of individualism. He focuses 

on consumption and on the legitimation of state intervention in capitalist 

markets in order to secure greater equalities in who gets what. His final 

claims about altruism regenerate the fabian interlinking of inequality with 

damage to social solidarity. The political process is seen as a more 

robust road to community than social choice theorists who operate in terms 

of a principle of self-interest believe. The major features of the fabian 

approach are restated, deduced from liberal premises: the individualist 

critique of welfare statism is successfully incorporated. The point is that 

this approach is far more successful among the social administration community
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than alternative responses to the liberal challenge, which rely on attempt­

ing to take on the basic premises of methodological individualism head-on.

A weaker variant of Weale's argument is to be found in Bosanquet's dis­

cussion of the 'New Right'. Here the claim is that there is some strength 

in new right criticisms of state paternalism. 'I would argue that government 

is seriously defective, but not beyond redemption. Reforms are feasible ... 

to reduce fiscal illusion ... Reforms are needed to increase the influence of 

consumers ...' (1983» P« 195)* Proposals are made to restrict central 

governmental spending to care functions, to cut the civil service and 

introduce more market accountability in provision (p. 202). The basis of 

this approach is the view that the government can make provision in the 

basic welfare areas more adequately and more equally than the market is 

ever likely to do. Its sphere of operation should be confined to those 

areas, because once it steps outside them it damages people's liberty.

These arguments are representative of the move to incorporate liberalism 

in the defence of the welfare state.' A critical challenge from a completely 

different direction is provided by feminism.

The Challenge of Feminist Work

The explosion of feminist work has affected every aspect of social science 

from the late nineteen-sixties onwards. Writing in the general area of the 

exploration of the relation of women and society constitutes the largest single 

area of output andthe most rapidly growing. This development is heavily 

influenced by the struggles of the women's movement. Here we confine 

attention to the relevance of this work to social policy. Does feminist 

writing constitute a radical challenge to the fabian approach to the welfare 

state? Has that challenge been successfully incorporated in the progress 

of the subject?

The relevance of feminism to social policy is immediate and pragmatic. 

McIntosh traces out the development of a feminist critique of the welfare

system:
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'It began in a fragmentary way ... with specific protests about 

issues like the 'cohabitation rule' and the 'tax credit* proposals.

There was a growing awareness that women figure prominently among 

the clients of social workers, the inmates of geriatric and psychiatric 

hospitals, the claimants of supplementary benefits - despite the fact 

that married and cohabiting women are not eligible for many benefits.

There was resentment about the degrading way that women are treated when 

they need state benefits and state services' (1981, P- 32).

The rapid growth of feminist work and its topical and direct concerns 

pose problems to those who seek to divide the area into the categories of a 

theoretical framework. Here we draw on the argument developed in chapter 

three and four that the relevance of the welfare state for women is primarily 

through the family, and through consideration of the influence of policy on 

the roles of women as dependants and carers. This may lead to less emphasis 

on the role of women in the labour market, where they face oppressions that 

are additional to the class oppressions of men and which have been the subject 

of limited state action in the Equal Pay Act (1970) and the Sex Discrimination 

Act (1975)* However a family emphasis is justified for two reasons. First, 

to a great extent it is the role of women in the family that both legitimates 

and conditions their limited role in the labour market. The assumed availability 

of breadwinners with family wages explains low pay and the demands of family 

care make women more vulnerable to segregation (Reid and Wormald, 1982, pp.

1l77-1!?6, 169—17U) • These assumptions feed through into the goals of women 

in education and are an important factor in explaining girls' subject orient­

ation, which tends not to qualify them for higher paid work (McRobbie, 1971+j 1978). 

At the same time, the failure of Equal Pay legislation has been primarily 

because it does not take these unequal demands into account. The legislation 

attempts to compel employers to pay equal wages for equal work and ignores the
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forces that tend to limit women to particular segments of the job market 

(Oakley, 1981, pp. 35-38).

Barrett suggests that an emphasis on the role of the state in the 

construction and maintenance of the roles in the family makes it possible 

to escape from the crude debate over whether 'the state, and particularly 

in its welfare policies, should be understood as representing the interests 

of capital, or of men' (1980, p. 2lj.2). This choice posed in simple reduction­

ist terms implies an unsatisfactory all-or-nothing dichotomy. The analysis 

of the family 'tends to differ in that Marxist feminists put more emphasis 

on the state construction of motherhood (with a view to the reproduction of 

labour power) while those inclining more to a radical feminist approach 

emphasize the subordination of the wife to the husband as the object of a 

patriarchal state's policy' (p. 2I4.3)* Within this difference of emphasis 

stemming from theoretical framework, it is possible for both sides to agree 

to a considerable extent on the actual processes involved.

The marxist approaches may be divided into three loose categories: those 

that operate in a functionalist problematic, those that put the main emphasis 

on ideology, and those that place a greater stress on class. Functionalism 

poses many theoretical problems which have been extensively discussed elsewhere 

(see Carrier and Kendal, 1973 for example). In particular, it may imply a 

determinism if it is assumed that because B depends on A, this is a sufficient 

reason for A to be as it is. Secondly, its value as explanation is limited: 

if the determinism of the necessary link is rejected, functionalism tells us 

nothing about how things could be otherwise and consequently nothing about 

why they happen to be as they are. Nevertheless, functionalist approaches may 

be defended as a stage in the development of social analysis: once the 

functional relation has been described, alternative historical and circum­

stantial analysis which is logically independent of the functionalist account
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may be developed to explain whys and wherefores. This strategy is common 

in marxist theory (Gough, 1979» P* 56; Cohen, 1978» pp. 28$-6; Wolpe, 1978, 

p. 293).

Mary McIntosh (1979; 1978; p. 281) has played an important part in deve­

loping and defending such functional analyses of the role of the family in 

capitalist society. The argument seeks to demonstrate that the role of 

the state in contemporary capitalist society in reinforcing the power of 

men over women is indirect: 'through its support for a specific form of 

household: the family household dependent largely upon a male wage and 

upon female domestic servicing' (1978, p. 255). The central concept em­

ployed is that of 'reproduction'. In general all social processes cannot 

persist over time unless their conditions of existence are continually 

renewed. In the case of the capitalist labour process this applies to 

both the forces and the relations of production. The family contributes 

to both areas - producing human beings who are well-socialised and healthy 

and thus willing and able to play their part in the sphere of work. In 

addition, the conditions of the family mean that married women can be 

available to provide cheap work when needed, but sustained by their 

dependence on husband-breadwinners when unnecessary. This 'reserve army 

of labour' helps to hold down overall wages, and to compensate for the 

fluctuations in economic cycles.

The state seeks to perpetuate these social arrangements by a number of 

processes: the organisation of social security denies married women benefits 

in their own right and construes them as dependants of husbands. Provision 

for one parent families is limited and unsatisfactory. The organisation of 

child care, care for the elderly and home help services assumes the primary 

responsibility of the dependent housewife for.these tasks. A range of 

services in education and social work exist to police and correct child­
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rearing practices. Thus government policy can he understood in terms of its 

role in defining the family in such a way that it continues to supply the 

needs of capitalism. 'It must be frankly admitted ... that this formulation 

leads to an analysis that is functionalist in character' (p. 260). The 

stress on ideology in variants of this approach mitigates this problem.

Ginsburg in a detailed historical analysis of social security and 

housing policy, rests his approach on Marx's account of the way capitalist 

social relations tend to produce their own sustaining ideology: because 

people meet their needs through commodity relations this tends to lead them 

to identify their interests as individual, in terms of the amount of goods 

they can succeed in commanding, and to direct attention away from the social 

aspects of production and consumption (1979* ch. 1). This ideology percolates 

through to the family. It is a constant damper in the development of class 

consciousness and struggle and buttresses the system wherein people seek to 

enhance their own command over resources. A corresponding ideology can be 

traced from Engels!$ argument that the production and reproduction of life has 

a twofold character: on the one hand the production of the means of existence, 

on the other that of human beings themselves (1972, p. 7 1)• From this flows, 

on the one hand, the division of labour in employment and class society, on 

the other, the division of labour in the family and the oppression of women. 

Ginsburg argues that, just as capitalism produces its own confusing ideology 

that substitutes individual for class relations, so patriarchy substitutes 

the individual roles of women and men in the family for a realisation of 

the collective subordination of all women to all men. This ideology justi­

fies the policies of the state that assume the dependency and work of women 

in the family, and leads directly to the production of ideas which make 

possible the policies which are functional to capitalism. Thus an ideological 

approach can be complementary to a functionalist one.
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Wilson also suggests that ideology is of central significance: 

’reflecting the needs of capitalism as it developed, it (the Welfare State) 

also responded to the demands of the organised working class. These two 

contradictory forces acting upon welfare legislation are themselves 

influenced or distorted by the ideological components always present' (1977> 

p. 27). Yet here ideology means something rather different. The emphasis 

is on ideas coming from the top down, rather than rooted in the life 

experience of ordinary people. Ideology 'stamps the welfare state with 

attitudes repressive both to women and the poor' (p. 27). The book is 

written 'as an exposure of that ideology' (p. 1+2). The struggle of ideas 

is between ideologies favouring different groups, and consciously produced 

by them, rather than between the partial ideas that life in a particular 

social set-up fosters and more complete alternatives.

The third feminist approach to social policy stresses the category of 

class. In an important book on the relationship between women's biology 

and women's subordination Sayers argues that 'sexual inequality has been 

determined directly by biological as well as social and historical factors' 

(1982, pp. 3-1;). Her analysis of various arguments used to justify the 

inferior status and opportunities of women, derived from a concern that 

equality would damage women's reproductive capacity, from Social Darwinism, 

from socio-biological accounts of the natural origins of social relations 

and from claims about inmate male dominance and superior intellect, stresses 

the contribution of class differences to the impact of discrimination on 

women. For example, arguments about the implications of allegedly demanding 

male occupations for the more delicate constitutions of women have been used 

among the middle-class to justify their exclusion from work in certain 

educational institutions and from highly-paid professions. For working- 

class women, the main impact of argument from biological hazard has been to



19 h

bar them from relatively highly-paid, manual work that involves contacts 

with toxins or with strenuous working conditions. The alternative strategy 

- that the professions should reorganise themselves to fit the needs of 

women and that industry should bear the responsibility (and cost) of 

controlling pollutants is not pursued. 'Where such implications are spelt 

out, those advancing these apparently purely biological arguments have had 

to admit their primary motive in adducing them - namely, that of protecting 

their economic interest' (p. 2^). This is a class as well as a gender- 

based interest. Similarly, women were excluded from the prestigious occupation 

of airline pilot before the second war on the grounds that menstruation made 

them unreliable and more prone to accidents. Conversely the claim that 

menstruation had no debilitating effects was later used to deny wartime 

women factory workers paid leave on account of menstrual symptons. The 

social construction of menstruation varies in order to reinforce the class 

order of male society (pp. 120-2).

Sayers attacks liberal and radical versions of feminism which seek to 

deny the significance of biological differences between women and men because 

these are often used to justify oppression of women. Her point is that the 

way society deals with these differences can be two-edged. The crucial issue 

is whether treatment founded on alleged biological differences reinforces or 

weakens class inequalities: 'capitalism ...has had to be fought every inch 

of the way to get it to concede equal rights to women, and to get real 

improvements in the condition of women - in ... the family, in health care 

and at work' (p. 201). A major arena of this struggle is in the social 

construction of femininity in the welfare state. Here an important issue 

is the difference between the dependent status of working-class and middle- 

class women, who have access to greater resources for domestic labour and 

to more interesting work opportunities. The political implication is that
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action through the state is desirable to challenge the class inequalities 

as well as the subordination cf women in the family.

These three approaches by marxists to the relation of state policy and 

the family stress the way in which women's position is functional to 

capitalism, is buttressed by the dominant ideology and is reinforced by 

its articulation with social class position. The radical perspective 

concentrates more on the direct relation between men and women in the role 

of woman as wife.

The central thrust of this approach is an analysis of sex as the basic 

social division in terms more or less analogous to the marxist account of 

social class. The relation between husband and wife in marriage becomes one 

of oppression and exploitation and the role of the state in reinforcing this 

dominion is the basis of a critique of social policy. Millett, for example, 

argues that the power of men over women amounts to 'the fundamental political 

division in our society'. It is 'more rigorous than class stratification, 

more uniform and more enduring'. Class divisions are of secondary importance to 

any account of women's social position: 'economic dependency renders her 

affiliations with any class a tangential, vicarious and temporary matter'

(1971» p. 38). Firestone roots a similar claim to the analytical primacy 

of sex over class in biological reproduction. In a paraphrase of Marx (1859) 

she writes 'The sexual-reproductive organisation of society always furnishes 

the real basis, starting from which we can alone work out the ultimate 

explanation of the whole superstructure of economic, juridical and political 

institutions as well as the religious, philosophical and other ideas of a 

given historical period' (1972, p. 21). Spot the difference! The theoretical 

dependence of family organisation on the economic in classical marxism is 

reversed.

The analysis leads directly to a politics of 'feminist revolution' in
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which the biological and cultural distinctiveness of women is celebrated 

and male supremacy directly confronted. These theories have been well- 

criticised by Barrett (1980, p. 12) and Sayers (1982, p. 187) as simplistic 

and reductionist. Sayers in particular stresses the circularity in the 

derivation of all forms of social inequality from biological differences 

while at the same time claiming to found a superior social order in 

precisely those differences of biology.

The work of Delphy has been influential because it attempts a more 

sophisticated account of the social construction of biological differences 

into a mechanism of oppression. Delphy links women’s class position to 

the institution of marriage: the empirical evidence of the abrupt fall in 

living standards of most women when their marriage ends demonstrates that 

their economic position derives from dependence on men. Without this 

dependence their situation is essentially proletarian. In the marriage 

contract the husband extracts unpaid labour from the wife through a 

patriarchal rather than a capitalist mode of exploitation. Evidence of the 

role of the unpaid labour of wives in French agriculture is deployed to 

reinforce this argument, but no further support for its significance in 

industrial society is given (1977)• The advance of this position is that 

it assigns women's work in the house a position of analytical independence 

and co-existence with wage-labour in capitalist industry. However the 

details of the relation between the two remain shadowy. The role of state 

policy is little analysed by Delphy. However, it seems feasible to suggest 

that, just as many marxists have given accounts of the way in which the 

administration of social security reinforces work incentives and maintains 

the work force when it is unable to work (Kincaid, 1975» p. 221; Gough, 1979» 

P- U5), so an additional and separate role of policy would be to maintain 

patriarchal exploitation in the home. The lack of official support or 

collective substitution for housework in day nurseries communal laundry
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and restaurant facilities, the assumptions of dependency, and the failure 

to ensure comparable wages in work are all possible aspects of this process. 

Nonetheless, it is unnecessary to provide a separate account of housework 

in order to explain these phenomena. As marxist feminists suggest, the 

way policy treats housework can be understood more economically in terms 

of accounts of reproduction in capitalist labour systems (Barrett and 

McIntosh, 198))- The argument that women constitute a class, with a common 

situation so powerful that it transcends all differences of relation to 

conventional social classes, is shared by all these approaches. As Sayers 

argues, it diverts attention from real differences in the lives of women 

of different classes, differences that extend to the way woman's common 

biology is treated by society.

What are the implications of the variety of feminist approaches to 

state and family for work on social policy? The first point is that a great 

deal of the feminist work on the nuts and bolts of welfare state activity 

tends to be eclectic and fails to fit the categories sketched out above 

neatly. A good example is provided by Rose's discussion of the work of 

Titmuss. The strengths of Titmuss' approach are characterized as 'an 

innovative methodology and a coherent social theory' (1981» P* 1+79)• The 

methodology stresses the importance of a holistic view of social relations 

which extends beyond state and market to include voluntary action and,

Rose argues, the family. The social theory involves the conception of a 

society 'integrated through a redistributive social policy which facilitates 

the growth of altruism' - the realisation of which is socialism (p. 1+82). It 

is the scope and precision of this approach which is important. The Titmuss 

paradigm with its insistence on the intimate and the concrete refuses to 

dissolve the specificity of women's oppression into the sex-blind categories 

of the 'new' political economy' (p. £01). The outcome is on the one hand 

strong support for -the 'new found political economy of welfare' with its 

marxist foundations and on the other concern 'while this new work ... richly
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conceives of welfare as a totality within the accumulation and legitimation 

process, it also threatens to lose the possibility of integrating the 

analysis of capitalism with that of the household/family1 ... (p. b S S ) •

This requires the vision of the good society, and the painstaking attention 

to detail of the fabian tradition of empirical work. Here and elsewhere 

(see Rose and Rose, 1982) the theoretical world is feminist/marxist. The 

insistence on the analytical independence of the family form lies in 

uneasy relation to this, and is closer to the radical feminist tradition.

Stress on the role of the state in the construction of the family and 

of the role of women within it leads to a clear challenge to fabianism in 

some variants. Functionalist marxism implies that certain family forms are 

necessary props to capitalism. Their removal does not appear on the political 

agenda of a capitalist society. Radical feminism is on even stronger ground 

in its argument. If women’s subordination is a common feature of all 

societies and if the struggle centres on basic facts of biology attempts 

to reform minor aspects of state policy become an irrelevance. The inter­

esting point is that these approaches are virtually ignored within the main­

stream of current social policy writing. Rose's essay referred to above is a 

good example of a marxist feminism which emphasises the importance of 'the 

painstaking documentation of inequalities in the relations of distribution'

(p. 901) and the retention of the broad outlines of the fabian tradition.

Sayers discusses the activities of liberal feminists who are concerned 

to achieve equal rights for women without analysing the relationship between 

women's oppression and the organisation of capitalist society (1982, p. 179). 

This strand is strongly evident in much social policy writing. It is closely 

analogous to fabianism both in its stress on individual inequalities of 

consumption and outcome, and in its assumption that the exposure of injustice 

is likely to lead to political change. A good example is Finch and Groves'



199

careful demonstration that community care policies operate in a way that 

is oppressive of women. They conclude:

’The onus is on any government which leaves equal opportunities 

legislation on the statute hook to demonstrate that the promotion of 

equal opportunities is a commitment which pervades all policies, 

including those relating to community care. Without that intention, 

equal opportunities legislation represents nothing more than pious 

hypocrisy' (1980, p. $1 1 ).

Land has analysed the assumptions of social security in a number of 

influential articles (1976,78 for example)She summarises the argument:

'the fact that certain values favouring the interests of men rather 

than women have been embodied in a variety of social policies over a 

long period of time, both formally in the legislation, and by the way 

they are allocated or used, indicates that social policies are a very 

important means by which these values, and hence major inequalities between 

the sexes, are maintained' (1976, p. 2814.).

The consistency of policy over time gives support to the view that 

powerful interests lie behind it. However, the sophisticated analysis of the 

apparatus of oppression is not matched by an equally sophisticated analysis 

of the process of change. The assumption is that reason by itself has 

political force. This embodies the idealist assertion of the primacy of 

spirit that underlies fabianism.

The social policy tradition turns the challenge of feminism by selecting 

out those feminist approaches which offer the least radical threat to its 

presumptions. Thus reformism with its assumption of the primacy of the 

political over the economic and the feasibility of state-based reforms 

remains the dominant approach. A similar development may be discerned in 

the incorporation of marxism.
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The Challenge of Marxism

Marxist inspired critiques of the welfare state have become increasingly 

important in the nineteen-seventies. They have built on the rapid develop­

ment of marxist work in social science in recent years, and in particular 

on the considerable attention which has been paid to the analysis of the 

state. In this section we will review the two main themes in this work, 

and seek to show that the approach which is most amenable to adaptation and 

incorporation is the one which has been most frequently discussed in the 

social policy literature, to the extent that the alternative is virtually 

ignored.

The marxist tradition has been categorised in many ways: Althusser has 

identified 'epistemological breaks' in Marx's corpus between different ways 

of understanding society, (1969» p. 33); Gouldner opposes the critical theory 

of the Frankfurt school to the scientific marxism of Althusser and Poulantzas 

(1980); recent German marxists have distinguished 'class logic' which stresses 

the dominant role of class struggle from 'capital logic' which argues that 

the motor of history lies rather in the mode of production (Gough, 1979» 

p. 1$5>); Carver argues that Marx's political concerns are systematically 

ignored in interpretation of his work as causal law (1982, p. 3); and. 

Abercrombie and his colleagues 'distinguish the analysis in terms of a 

dominant ideology thesis' from a more flexible and fluent classical sociol­

ogical tradition which unites Marx, Weber and Durkheim (1980, p. 186). Here 

we are concerned with the relevance of marxism to the welfare state and more 

particularly to the fabian account of the welfare state. This makes it 

possible to focus argument on a particular set of issues concerning the 

freedom of action of the state. The central question is, to what extent 

is it possible to change, reform and modify state policy in a capitalist 

society? Are there limits to how far a capitalist state can intervene in
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the market and if so are they insurmountable? If the state is ultimately 

under the power of capital there are strict limits to the capacity of 

political pressure to reform it and the fabian thesis must be rejected.

If on the other hand there is space for manoeuvre, and that space is under­

stood in such a way that a vigorous, conscious and determined working class 

can create a welfare policy that does unambiguously serve their interests, 

then marxism and fabianism occupy positions on a continuum. There is no 

necessary contradiction between them, and the challenge offered by marxism 

in the area of analysis of the welfare state is turned.

First, one possible resolution to the problem must be dismissed. Since 

marxism analyses capitalist society as a class society in which the central 

division of interests is between capital and labour, it might be argued that 

if capital directly controls the state, then the scope for reformism is 

limited. The stumbling block to this theory is the democratic form of 

government which produces a multiplicity of policies in different advanced 

capitalist countries. Control by the capitalist class if it occurs directly 

must take place in secret behind the smokescreen of democratic forms. To 

be an adequate account of the operation of modem capitalist states this 

theory must be stronger than the suggestion that different capitalist 

interests have channels of access to government which are denied to others 

or that from time to time capitalists can pressure governments into benefit- 

ting them. The assertion is that there is a mechanism whereby a unified 

interest of capital may express itself and direct government policy and 

that this is concealed - in short a full-blown conspiracy.

If marxism is to be reduced to such a claim ifc seems immediately dubious, 

on two grounds. First there is no such thing as the interest of capital as 

a whole, or if there is it is unlikely to be identical to the short-term 

interests that motivate individual capitals. Secondly, if such a conspiracy
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takes place , why is there not more evidence of it, when scandals from 

Poulson to Watergate are widely reported? Holloway and Picciotto use the 

first point (1978, pp. 7-9) and Popper the second (1972, p. 339) in critique 

of this approach.

If the simplicities of conspiracy theory (which models the working of 

society as a whole on Oxbridge entrance or Lloyd's of London) are ignored, 

accounts of the relation of capital and the state can conveniently be 

approached through the much-discussed notion of 'relative autonomy'.

What is the degree of freedom of capital from the state and what are its 

limits? Current marxist work provides two kinds of answers, resting on 

notions of class and ideology respectively.

The class theoretic approach is well summarised in the influential work 

of Miliband. The central point of his 'analysis of the western system of 

power' is an assertion of the dominance of class-cleavages against the 

pluralist democratic view of society which is 'in all essentials wrong'

(1973, p. 6). He asserts three basic reasons for the dominance of the capitalist 

class. First, a particular group controls central institutions: it is a 

'basic fact of life in advanced capitalist societies that the vast majority 

... has been governed, represented, administered, judged and commanded in war 

by people drawn from other economically and socially superior and relatively 

distant classes' (p. 62). The second point is 'the commitment which govern­

ments ... have to the private enterprise system ... its economic rationality 

enormously limits their freedom of action' (p. 71)• Third, there is the role 

of ideology and this is characterized as a conscious and persistent activity 

of the capitalist class:

'the subordinate classes ... have to be persuaded to accept 
the existing social order and to confine their demands and 
aspirations within its limits. For dominant groups, there 
can be no enterprise of greater importance, and there is 
none which requires greater exertion on a continuous basis, 
since the battle is never finally won'  ̂ 160)
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In more recent work Miliband repeats substantially similar arguments: 

the state leans towards the interests of capital because of 'the character 

of its leading personnel, the pressures exerted by the economically dominant 

class and the structural constraints imposed by the mode of production'

(1978, p. 7U). Here the conception of relative autonomy is developed and 

this leads to further stress on the importance of ideology understood as 

persuasion, the weapons in a 'battle for consciousness' (p. 50). Later, 

similar arguments are extended in a more detailed account of the actual 

working of government.

Conspiracy theory is denied: 'Labour ... and even Conservative governments 

have often been found wanting by one part or other of capital. This points to 

an important aspect of the character of the state - its 'relative autonomy' 

(1982, p. 95)- This leads to an account of the management of class conflict 

which stresses that 'the commitment which both Labour and Conservative 

governments have had to capitalist enterprise is cleanly a matter of para­

mount importance in regard to state policy' (p. 95). The role of individuals 

and institutions in supporting this and manufacturing ideology is discussed 

in considerable empirical detail (chs. I4, 5).

This approach characterises the state as a territory which is at present 

occupied by a particular class. There is no reason (in principle) why another 

class should not be able to displace it. The analysis is parallel to Stuart 

Hall's account of the rise of the radical right: 'it has to be understood in 

direct relation to alternative political formations attempting to occupy 

and command the same space' (1979» p. 18). Class-struggle over the state 

is directly analogous to political struggle in any institution. This weakens 

the distinction between marxism and any pluralist theory of power-blocs or 

interest-groups dangerously.

In the development of marxist accounts of social policy, a second element 

has been added to the notion of the state as a neutral battle ground between
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classes. This derives from the political economy of O'Connor re-worked hy 

Gough. O'Connor presents a theory of the contradictions of advanced 

capitalist societies which has strong functionalist overtones. The basic 

point is that a capitalist state must fulfil a number of functions of which 

two are of most importance - accumulation, or the provision of the where­

withal in infrastructure, communications, skilled labour and so on to help 

capital make profits; and legitimation - the social control aspects which 

figure largely in social policy (1971 , pp. 7-12). Many other writers have 

made similar points (for example Galbraith, 1967* chs. i+, $, 21). O'Connor's 

important contribution is the argument that in modem societies the simul­

taneous fulfilment of these needs presents insuperable problems. The costs 

of securing profits and social harmony spiral as developed capitalism re­

quires an ever more sophisticated work-force and infrastructure, and more 

evidence of equality of opportunity and social compensation for diswelfare.

At the same time there is no intrinsic reason why people should be prepared 

to pay more in taxes to finance them. While Hjabermas has developed similar 

arguments to support the thesis of an inbuilt tendency to 'legitimation 

crisis' in advanced capitalist states (1975» pt. Il), O'Connor suggests a 

trend to fiscal crisis: a perennial 'tendency for state expenditures to 

increase more rapidly than the means of financing them' (p. 9)

O'Connor does not' analyse the implications for the welfare state, although 

similar arguments lead other writers to suggest that the welfare state may 

only be a passing phase in the deployment by the ruling class of different 

themes in the repertoire of democratic capitalism to secure popular support 

(Wolfe, 1979, ch. 7). The most significant development of the fiscal crisis 

thesis is in the work of Gough, who unites it to Miliband's account of 

relative autonomy.

In Gough's political economy, the pressures from labour and capital
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operating on the terrain of the state become the operational forces which 

generate O'Connor's 'fiscal crisis' tendency. This is worked out in an 

ingenious account of the development of public expenditure and of the 

stagflationary crisis in the UK. The relation between the welfare state 

and capital is discussed in terms of direct quotation from the work of 

Miliband (1979> pp. 1*2-3). O'Connor's work is presented as 'the most 

important marxist work in recent years' in the delineation of the 

functions of the state (p. 5l)* The role of Miliband's account of state 

politics as struggle is to provide a dynamic element to the functions it 

performs. The answer is that (so far) the capitalist class has won the 

struggle.

The view of the state as battleground with its concomitant assumption 

that working class interests can in principle gain control of state policy 

has been influential in writing on social policy in the UK. The alternative 

approach stresses the bundle of ideological presumptions and conceptions 

which surround the notion of state in a capitalist society. It has been 

more closely examined in the European marxist tradition, but has been 

discussed in recent years by Geras, Holloway, Picciotto and Ginsburg in 

the UK.

The central point is that in struggle over the state people's ideas are 

not free but are directed by ideological strands which emerge from the very 

nature of the social relations in which they engage. The dominant ideology 

gives a particular tendency to conceptions of interest and of legitimate 

government policy and this is what is most important in limiting the 

relative autonomy of the state. The balance of class forces discussed 

by other writers is an additional factor, but ideology is thrust to the 

centre of the stage and it is ideology that restricts the capacity of the 

working class to use the state against capital. Struggle in relation to
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the state is not analogous to other forms of struggle because it operates 

in a different framework of ideas.

The argument may he developed in two directions. First an abstract 

theoretical approach rests heavily on the emphasis of some aspects of the 

work of Marx and Engels. The account of the ’fetishism of commodities' in 

Capital, Book I provides an explanation of how people tend to think about 

the way they relate to others. The point made is that production is a 

social process involving the inter-linked activities of many people. 

Similarly the purchase and use of goods entwines the consumer in a social 

chain. However the chain is not obvious. In market capitalism what inter­

ests people is the price of goods, the wages paid to labour, the value of 

what is exchanged. The social character of production is obscured, to be 

replaced by individual relations of exchange of goods: 'a definition social 

relation between men ... assumes in their eyes, the fantastic form of a 

relation between things' (Marx, 197U> p. 77). The outcome is that people's 

interests become individualised, opposed to those of other consumers or 

producers and the possibilities of collective action to change social 

processes are undermined. In relation to welfare, attention is focussed on 

the services and benefits you get and on how much you pay for them, not on 

the overall issues of redistribution and the production of the services 

and goods consumed.

Geras dissects Althusserian argument to point out that there is an 

important sense in which the narrowing of interest from class to individual 

is not a simple illusion. Within a capitalist society people's interests 

really are concentrated in the way described and it is no good pretending 

that an idealist claim to think about social relations in other ways would 

generate collective interests. Capitalism imposes individual apprehension 

of interests as control of commodities on people (1 9 7 2 , p. 2 9 3 )*
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The argument may he taken a stage further in consideration of the nature 

of the state. The development of market society has obscured the political 

character of economic forms which in previous societies was a matter of 

everyday experience: exploitation by lords or slave-owners was open and 

obvious in the power relations of the physical ownership of workers or in 

feudal rights over a portion of their work. In capitalism, exchange rela­

tions appear individual and equal and overt power is concentrated on the 

state. The development of political democracy ensures that the state 

expresses common or at least majority interests. The counterpart of a 

formally free and equal civil society was the separation of power and 

political institutions into the state, resting on free and equal suffrage 

(Marx, 1975, P. 90).

The outcome is that people pursue their interests in political organisation 

through government, but the crucial issue is that their interests are 

conceived in partial and limited ways in relation to commodities. If command 

over commodities is fundamental the basic principle of private property is 

necessarily unchallenged. The last stage in the argument is the assertion 

that it is precisely private property in the means of production which is 

responsible for class power in capitalist society. The implication for the 

welfare state is that the whole ideological bias of society militates against 

challenging this. The fundamental limit to the relative autonomy of the state 

springs from ideology, and ideology is generated not by the conscious actions 

of social .actors but by the material relations in which they find themselves. 

Because they satisfy needs through commodities, they are apt to see the 

maintenance of the system of commodities as the legitimate role of government.

This approach has justly been critisized as overly deterministic and 

abstract (Gough, 1979» P* 156). It provides little opportunity for a 

satisfactory elaboration of the detailed shifts and developments in welfare,
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or the variations betwen different capitalist societies. However it has 

been developed in interesting empirical applications, and these form the 

second strand to the approach.

Ginsburg analyses the capitalist state as an essential prop to the

privatisation of interest because it 'maintains and reproduces the

separation between the economic, apparently merely technical, relations

of production and the 'public' political relations of the democratic

process' (1979* P* 37)* The argument of the book stresses the role of class

struggle in specific historical contexts. Within the overall framework of

ideology, groups within the working-class realise collective interests and

strive to attain them. The maintenance of policies which are not inimical

to capitalism is a process requiring effort and the occasional shedding of

blood. Its outcome is not a forgone conclusion:

'the working class has had to accept capitalist welfare as an 
immediate amelioration of its conditions of existence, though 
it has restricted the terms on which it is offered ... means­
testing, work relief, fair rents etc... This acceptance has 
been predicated on the hope that the working class would be 
able to impose its own values ... this has only happened 
in a strictly limited fashion and only when it presents no 
threat to capital', (p. 12).

The argument is worked out in a detailed account of the development of 

housing and social security policy and provides an empirical counterbalance 

to the weight of abstract theory.

A recent study by a group of scholars and activists extends the argument 

to analyse the experience of consumers of welfare services and welfare state 

workers. The starting point is the contradictions that teachers, council 

workers, the unemployed, NHS auxiliaries, public transport employees find 

in every day life. The state's provision is a good - it meets real needs, 

provides benefits and services for which there is no satisfactory altern­

ative. Yet the way in which provision is made is unsatisfactory - bureau­

crats control the conditions of benefit allocation, education is trammelled



209

into sorting out children for jobs, local authority work for the community 

rests on the exploitation of low-waged workers. The central argument is 

that this oppression results from the way the state appears to stand apart 

from the exploitative relations of the market, yet simply 'casts a pro­

tective and opaque seal of freedom and equality over the class dominion of 

capitalism' (Edinburgh Weekend Return Group, 1979» P* 38)» The fetishism 

of state relations obscures the real relation of state policy and capitalism. 

At the same time this ideological gloss is not invulnerable: 'the veneer 

of equality and harmony scar cely conceals the daily eruptions of state 

violence and discrimination ... and the ... sabotage, truancy, absenteeism, 

vandalism and the million other acts of rebellion which capital is constantly 

seeking to control or repress'.

Both Ginsburg and the Edinburgh Group seek to articulate accounts of class 

struggle and the power of ideology into a flexible approach which will provide 

satisfactory accounts of the development and the experience of welfare. These 

are fundamentally different from the 'class-theoretic' approaches because they 

posit a structural force in ideology which limits the relative autonomy of 

the state.

Recent work in social policy studies is quite unambiguous in the way it 

bases itself on class approaches. Saville's widely-quoted essay provides a 

good example of social administration treatment of marxism. In this work, 

the welfare state is essentially a compromise in class struggle. However 

this is discussed at the level of political controversy. It concludes 

'since the welfare state in Britain developed within a mature capitalist 

society, with a ruling class long experienced and much skilled in the handling 

of public affairs, its growth ... has been slow and controlled; and the 

central interests of private property have never seriously been challenged' 

(1975» p. 69). The ideological framework of class action does not enter
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into the detailed discussion of recent history.

Several writers present marxism in terms of a broad distinction between 

consensus and conflict theory (George and Wilding, 1976; Hall, Land, Webb 

and Parker, 1975; Hill, I98O; Rein, 1976). The basic dichotomy is between 

those who see society as characterised by a structure of inequalities and 

opposed interests and those who do not. The framework sets class against 

pluralist views in the tradition of Miliband. Marxism is the paradigmatic 

conflict view and ideology is not seriously considered.

Room’s work is interesting in that it contains a clear account of the 

notion of commodity fetishism discussed in chapter five (1979» P* 69).

However this is subsumed under the heading of 'false consciousness' and not 

interpreted as an aspect of the real social relations of capitalist society 

embodying independent power. This opens the way to a presentation of marxist 

nations of ideology as essentially based on class action, elaborated through 

appeal to a Gramscian 'cultural hegemony' (p. 1;6). The final critique of 

marxism concerns deficiencies in a class theory of the distribution of 

welfare (p. 16 1).

The dominance of Miliband's framework in major texts which present marxist 

ideas to social policy students (Gough, 1979» George and Wilding, 1976, ch. 9; 

Hall and her colleagues, 1975, pp. 152-3) undermines serious consideration of 

the variants of marxism which stress the role of ideology. Yet it is precisely 

these variants which offer the strongest challenge to the fabian tradition, 

because they imply that there are strict limits to the scope of reformism and 

the capacity of the state to govern the market. The main line of social 

policy studies, by emphasizing particular strands in marxism,turns a potential 

radical challenge, and returns to business as usual, with a rather more 

comprehensive notion of interest group set forward under the title 'social

class'.
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Conclusion

In this chapter, the three main challenges to the fabian orthodoxy at 

a theoretical level have been discussed. Fabianism has a remarkable capacity 

to incorporate these threats and thus avoid the consequences of the 

intellectual crisis they imply. How does this come about? The answer rests 

on the materialist analysis of ideology in chapter five: in market capital­

ism, reformism is common sense. On the one hand, the market distribution of 

goods is the natural and legitimate sphere of private property. On the other 

hand, it makes sense for individuals to advance their several market interests 

by coalition and the use of political power. What the commonsense ideology 

of market society does not include is a space for the recognition of social 

forces that undermine the operation of this process. New right thinkers 

claim that the use of state power will destroy the system for maximising 

liberty; marxists argue that there are limits to state action springing from 

class forces and ideology; feminists maintain that structures of patriarchal 

power constrain the state. None of these approaches can be thought about 

satisfactorily within reformism: all tend to be ignored, and their bearers 

reduced to assertions that fit within the fabian framework. This redirection 

of theoretical challenges furnishes a further example of the importance of 

the ideology of private property in influencing the ideas of intellectuals 

about state welfare.

The reclaiming of theoretical challenges is a general ideological tendency 

that underpins reformist thought. The identification of this process is 

something that does not contradict the possibility that intellectual strands 

opposed to reformism may arise. What it does suggest is that by and large 

they will not prosper. The same underlying tendency that equates mass 

perception of interest with private property and fosters the separation of 

state and market promotes an ambiguity in support for public and private



212

welfare and a suspicion of the universal welfare state. It also nourishes 

the reformist perception of welfare as consumption controlled by state 

power over the market. These currents flow through popular and intellectual 

understanding of the welfare state. To make them flow in new channels 

requires a considerable and sustained effort. The message for those who 

see a contemporary crisis in the welfare state or an internal crisis in 

social policy studies is that of the Hitch-Hiker's Guide to the Galaxy; 

'Don't Panic!' The forces that mould the status quo are still alive.

For those who are concerned to achieve a redirection of welfare, to meet 

human needs rather than buttress the capitalist economy, class privilege 

and the family system, the task is bleak. The obstacles to reform lie in 

the assumption and policies of the welfare state itself rather than in 

redirection by politicians. In the long term the struggle to alter these 

is against the pattern of ideas engendered by patriarchal capitalism 

itself - the old enemy, not the new right.
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Appendix: Details of the Medway Study.

'Questioning is not the mode of conversation among gentlemen'.

Dr. Johnson.

'I am monarch of all I survey, my right there is none to dispute'.
William Cowper.
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The opinion survey in the Medway Towns was designed as an exploratory 

study of public opinion about the role of the state in the provision of 

welfare services. Particular attention was paid to the three areas 

discussed in chapter one: support for state welfare, attitudes to private 

market provision and opinions about the relevance of state provisions to 

women's interests. These three areas are central to current debates about 

changes in the welfare state and new right social policy. The study was 

financed by a grant from the Economic and Social Research Council (number 

HR/6629, 1979)» The principal method was the administration of a ques­

tionnaire to a quota sample of 2i|.0 women and men in Rochester and Chatham 

in the first three months of 1981.

The Questionnaire

The questionnaire was designed to reflect previous work in the field. 

It was also influenced by the issues raised in thirty-two discursive 

interviews. The pre-pilot interviews were carried out with equal numbers 

of adults over and under 35 years old, in council rented and owner-occupied 

housing and with and without dependent children. Pour people were selected 

to represent each of the eight possible combinations of these circumstances 

The discussion covered what the welfare state meant to the respondent and 

how that person would wish to see it improved. The interviews were tape- 

recorded and transcribed in full.

Content analysis was carried out on the basis of themes identified in 

the discussion and coded on file cards. It proved difficult to identify 

any coherent patterns in this material. It was possible to separate those 

who talked about welfare in terms of desert, rights and other moral factors 

from those who focussed on self-interest, the relation of taxation to 

benefits received and similar features. In addition, a tendency for some
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respondents to pay much more attention to benefits for the unemployed 

and similar groups who might be understood as 'net receivers' from the 

system, than to the services such as the MHS used by the bulk of the 

population was evident. However these distinctions did not appear to 

relate to the social or demographic circumstances of respondents. These 

interviews contributed little of analytic value to the questionnaire 

although they had a strong influence on the phrasing of some questions 

and on judgements about what topics it might be feasible to cover in 

structured interviews.

Previous studies suggest three kinds of issue that might be relevant 

to people's attitudes to welfare. Pirst age, class location and political 

identification are important correlates of opinion (Whiteley, 1981, p. 1+71 » 

Lewis 1980). These characteristics may relate to access to and experience 

of different kinds of welfare, different needs, cultural factors, support 

for the policies proposed by different parties, value-judgements about 

provision, or beliefs about self-interest. The second category of factors 

associated with opinion concerns access to private and public services 

(Dunleavy, 1979)- This could plausibly be explained in terms of any of 

the themes mentioned above, although it is likely that beliefs about self- 

interest or founded on experience are involved. Thirdly, a number of 

writers stress the role of social values about the desert or otherwise of 

various need groups. Alt (1979) claims that 'altruistic* sentiment is 

important in determining attitudes to welfare services. We have seen above 

that it is equally plausible that self-interested ideas may also play a 

role. Golding and Middleton ( 1978) argue that moralistic judgements about 

the desert of welfare claimers are also significant.
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On the basis of this work measures of people’s perceptions of self- 

interest (question 30 in "the questionnaire which is included below); of 

their mews on the redistributive effect of state welfare (questions 26 and 

3 1); on their social and demographic location (questions 32 to 38)» ani­

on their general values (question 28) were included in the research. The 

value statements were derived from the tape recorded pre-pilot interviews. 

Responses to these questions contributed to explanation of the pattern of 

opinion.

Attitudes to welfare themselves were covered in a series of questions 

about the desirability of state provision of a range of services and 

how far those services should be restricted (questions 6 to 12, 17» and

19 to 22). Value judgements are implicit in the range of possible res­

trictions on the services. These vary from service to service. The choice 

of possible bases for restriction and the phrasing of questions was 

influenced by the comments made in the discursive interviews. The range 

of services covered included the main axeas of current state provision 

(such as retirement pensions, the National Health Service, state education, 

council housing), areas where state provision is far more limited (benefits 

for the low paid; residential accommodation for the elderly) and areas 

where state provision is virtually non-existent (day-care for pre-school 

children). The degree of support for different state services was also 

measured in a question which introduced the individual’s willingness to 

pay tax to finance the service (question 2J?). This procedure enabled 

the study to consider both judgements about the desirability of forms 

of provision, and willingness to pay for them in hard cash.

The issue of non-state welfaxe provision was tackled in two ways. 

First, a series of questions about the two main types of market welfare 

(private health insurance and private education) was asked (questionswas
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16 and 18). These services were familiar to most members of the sample, 

as the answers to screening questions in the survey indicate (chapter 2, 

table 2.8). The topics covered included people’s opinions about the 

effect of the private services on their users, on state provision and 

on society as a whole. People were asked whether they would prefer state 

or private provision, assuming that costs were roughly equivalent. The 

questions were designed so that the prohibitive cost of private provision 

for many people did not affect the answers (questions 16H and 18h ). Thus 

support for this system is measured in the abstract. The issue of support 

for state voucher systems to enable access to the private sector was not 

pursued. This system is discussed extensively in an Institute of Economic 

Affairs opinion survey (Harris and Seldon, 1979)» Many of the people 

interviewed in the pre-pilot survey found the idea of vouchers difficult 

to grasp.

The second approach to non-state welfare concerned the major issues 

of fiscal support. Questions were asked about the desirability of tax 

reliefs and exemptions for the purchase of owner-occupied housing and for 

private and occupational pension schemes (questions 27 and 27*“'). The 

recent growth of these subsidies is discussed in chapter four and detailed 

in Table

The implications of state welfare for women have received less atten­

tion in social surveys than the issues of support for the welfare state 

and for private provision. They also proved difficult to explore in pre­

pilot interviews. The main focus 0f the questionnaire on these aspects 

was on the implications of state policies for the care of dependants. The 

introduction to the relevant section deliberately drew attention to these 

issues:

'This section is about services the Government might provide so
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that women would have less to do in looking after dependant

members of the family1 (question 20).

The questions covered support for day-care for pre-school children, 

for the elderly living at home and for residential accommodation for 

old people. Follow-up questions asked about the restrictions people 

wanted on the services. The answers were analysed separately from the 

bulk of the material on support for state provision.

The questionnaire was piloted in ten interviews. A number of 

questions on aspects of support for state benefits were omitted since 

these appeared to confuse people. The section on taxation was also 

shortened since respondents appeared to find this topic boring.

The Sample.

Three factors influenced the choice of a research site. First it 

was desired to explore the issues raised in chapter one in a context 

where the results could contribute to national debates. Secondly, a 

number of writers have argued that social imagery springs from personal 

experienced symbolised as a more general consciousness. This approach 

stresses the importance of local milieux. Duke and Edgell (1981) extendthis 

argument into the welfare field. Local factors are likely to be doubly 

important in the case of attitudes to welfare since access to non-state 

services, need for provision and the quality and form of provision varies 

in complex ways between different regions and between localities within 

them. Thus it was desired to contrast opinion between specified areas.

Thirdly, resource constraint made it difficult to extend the study 

beyond one general location within easy access of Kent University. The 

study had been funded by the Economic and Social Research Council 

specifically as a pilot study.
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The Medway towns were chosen as the survey area because they offer 

the largest convenient conurbation with a diversified class structure.

The first attempt to relate a sample of population groups in the locality 

to the population of Great Britain as a whole on the basis of cluster 

analysis of 1971 census material failed. Webber proposes an analysis of 

enumeration districts in the U.K. into seven families (1977» p.12). This proved

helpful since three families account for over 90 per cent of the popula­

tion of Kent, although they comprise less than half the population of 

Great Britain. This evidence gives a measure of the relative uniformity 

of the area in which the study was to be conducted. It also shows that an 

adequate sample of residential milieux to represent the diversity of the 

country as a whole is unlikely to be conveniently available in Kent.

The failure of Webber's analysis as a sampling frame resulted in the 

use of more pragmatic criteria in identifying a survey site. On the advice 

of the County Planning Department and after an assessment of other sites 

within convenient access of the University (Ashford, Dover and Thanet) 

it was decided to focus on the Medway Towns. These are the largest 

conurbation of those mentioned, and contain a suitable mix of manual and 

non-manual workers.

Only four of the factors identified as relevant to attitudes to 

welfare by previous studies can be described for the survey area. These 

are occupational class structureand age, tenure and employment patterns. 

Information on incomes, values and sentiments is not available. Information 

on the Medway Towns, Kent and Great Britain as a whole is given in Table A.1. 

This data comes from the 1981 Census. At the time of survey design this 

was not available, and data from the 1977/8 Department of Environment 

National. Dwelling and Household survey, 1971 Census and the Chatham District 

Unemployment Office was used.

un-



220

The table shows that the Medway area is in general closer to the 

profile of Great Britain than it is to that of Kent in class structure, 

tenure, unemployment and women1s employment patterns. The most striking 

differences lie in the higher proportions of skilled manual workers, in 

the higher male economic activity rates, linked to this the relatively 

greater proportion of young families containing men of working age, and 

the numbers of home-owners. The class pattern results mainly from the 

presence of major naval dockyards in the town. These have been of central 

importance in local employment and residential patterns from Tudor times.

In the post-war period, however, the settlement of the families of workers 

in the South-East London area has become increasingly significant. The 

dockyards were closed three years after the date of the survey. The high 

ratio of relatively young families is the result of the rapid expansion 

of the population over the past 25 years due in large part to in-migration. 

Between 1961 and 1981, Rochester upon Medway has been the fastest growing 

district of Kent, with a population increase of 22 per cent to 1i;3 thou­

sand (Census, 1981, vol. i|). This population expansion is expected to 

continue at a slower pace as families develop. The 1980 Kent Structure 

Plan Review (Kent County Council, 1980, Table 8.2) estimates the total 

population increase in the Medway Towns between 1966 and 1991 at 2 i\ . per cent.

A further result of population increase has been that the community 

is not dominated by elderly people to the extent that it is in many 

parts of East Kent. Population growth has contributed substantially to 

the variegated nature of local employment. During the nineteen-sixties 

and seventies only one new local job was created for every two new local 

residents (Kent Structure Plan, p.181). Many local workers commute 

considerable distances to work. The tenure pattern reflects the high 

proportion of home owners in Kent.
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The political pattern in the Medway area, diverges from that of 

the surrounding constituencies which are Conservative strongholds. In 

1979 Rochester and Chatham was regarded as a marginal Labour seat and 

fell to the Conservatives with a 2.6 thousand majority. The winning 

candidate polled 1+7 per cent of all votes cast. This provides a rough 

analogue of the national electoral swing in that year.

The Medway Towns offer a survey site which is closer to the overall 

profile of Great Britain than Kent as a whole. The decision to concentrate 

on members of households where the main source of income was full-time 

work described below reduced the importance of the relative high numbers 

of younger households in the area for the sample.

The pre-pilot interviews indicated that perceptions of state welfaxe 

among those who depended on state benefits for survival tended to be 

highly coloured by this fact. It was decided to focus attention on the 

majority of the population who live in households where the major source 

of income is full-time work. Eight census enumeration districts in 

Rochester and Chatham were chosen on the advice of planning officers at 

Kent County Council who had the results of planning surveys carried out 

in 1976 and 1978 available. These districts represented four kinds of 

area: where there was a relative concentration of manual workers, of 

non-manual workers, of skilled manual and routine non-manual, and an even 

mi-y of all three categories. The questionnaire responses were coded by 

district. However, no significant pattern of differences by milieux 

emerged in the analysis. It is likely that the effect of particular 

localities on attitudes to welfare is too complex to emerge in a study

on this scale.
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Interviews were sought by door knocking, to achieve a quota 

sample of equal numbers of men and women between the ages of 18 and 

65 who lived in households where the main source of income was full­

time work. The survey was introduced as *a study of what people think 

about the services provided by the Government, like the National Health 

Service, education and social security, and the way they are paid for. 1 

This approach was designed to minimise the significance of those 

attitudes to minority undeserving groups that may be elicited by 

references to the welfare state. In the event 79 per cent of those 

contacted who fitted the sample frame agreed to be interviewed. Inter­

view lengths varied between 35 and 120 minutes. The average was 55 minutes.

The principal characteristics of the sample are given in table A:2.

It can be seen the main differences between it and the area from which 

it was drawn lie in the underrepresentation of private and council tenants, 

and of political party supporters. It is probable that this results from 

sampling restrictions and questionnaire design. The 1978 General House­

hold Survey gives information on tenure patterns categorised by whether 

or not the head of household is economically active. Our sampling 

restriction is likely to exclude most households where the head is 

economically inactive. In the GHS sample U5 per cent of privately rented 

households, as against L|0 per cent of council tenancies and 27 per cent 

of owner-occupied households fell into this category (OPCS, 1980,

Table 3:13). Thus private and council tenants are likely to be excluded 

disproportionately.

The question on political affiliation (question 3 6 ) asked people 

first whether they were a supporter of a political party. Only those 

who said yes, were asked which party they supported. The screening
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procedure is likely to eliminate all but strong supporters and to 

produce the relatively small number falling into the political categories. 

These restrictions must be taken into account in considering the data 

from the survey.
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Some Social Characteristics of the Medway Towns, Kent and Great Britain

Class (based on 
Socio-Economic Group)

Rochester 
uoon Medway Kent Great

Britain

Professional, Managerial 
and Employers 
(SEG 1-5, 13 + 1U)

2 2 % 25% 23%

Routine Non-Manual (SEG 6 ) 19% 2 0 % 19%

Skilled Manual (SEG 8,9,12) 2 6 % 23% 23%

Semi-Skilled Manual 
(SEG 7, 10, 15)

17% 1 6 % 1 8 %

Unskilled Manual (SEG 11) 6 % 5% 6 %

Tenure

Owner-Occupied 6 2 % 65% 56%

Council Rented 2 8 % 2 2 % 32%

Privately Rented 1 0% 1l+% 9%

Age Structure

Over Pensionable Age 1l4% 19% 1 8 %

35 - Pension Age 30% 31% 32%

1 6 - 3b 31% 27% 2 8 %

0 - 1 6 25% 23% 2 2 %

Women Pull-time Work 2 6 % 2 l+% 2 6 %

Part-time Work 1 5 % 1 6 % 1 6 %

Inactive 55% 58% 5U%

Unemployed 3% 2% 3%

Men Pull-time Work 71% 6 9 % 67%

Part-time Work 1% 2% 2%

Inactive 19% 23% 2 2 %

Unemployed 9% 6 % 9%
Sources Census 1981, OPCS, 

Kent County Report,
1 9 8 3 , National Report, Tables C, 
Tables C, 12, 2i+ and 1+6*

1 2 , 2 i| and 1+6 and
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Characteristics of the Sample and of the Medway Area

Sample (N=2l+0) Medway Area
Household Class (Registrar-Generalte

classification)
i+i+ % 1Non Manual 1+5%

Manual
Household Income

55% 56%

£7,501+ 56% average income £6 , 1

£7,500- 1+3% 1 9 7 7 2; multiplied 
1 . 3 9  this produces

No response 1% in 1 9 8 1

average £8 ,01+6
Gender

Women 50% 50.3% 3

Men 50% 1+9.7%
Age

1 6 - 3 I4 1+9% l+9% 3

3 5  - pension age 51% 51%
Tenure

Owner Occupiers 7l+% 63% 3

Council Tenants 2 0 % 2 6 %
Private Tenants 6 % 1 1 %

Dependent Children
Yes

COvo Not available
No 3 2 %

Party Support
3l+0/^Conservative 1 9 %

Labour 1 9 % 31%
Other 3% 6 %
None 59% 2 8 %

Sources: 1. Department of Environment National Dwelling and Housing Survey, 
1977/8 : data for Medway (N=51+7)

2. Kent County Council Household Survey, 1977» (N=500)
3. 1981 Census, Kent County Monitor, for Rochester upon Medway, 

OPCS 1982 Tables B, C and H.
]+. 1979 General election votes cast in Rochester and Chatham

constituences (N=81 thousand electorate).
5. The increase in average household incomes for the UK was 39%

between 1977 and 1981: (C.S.O. Social Trends no.12, 1982, p.79).
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A SURVEY OF OPINIONS ABOUT THE ROLE OF THE STATE IN WELFARE 
Introduction
This is a survey to find out what people think about the services provided by the 
Government like the National Health Service, Education and Social Security, and the 
way they are paid for.
First, I'd like to discuss what you think about people's positions in society.

1A. What would you say is the average household income
before tax in this Country? £ week/year

B. Do you think there are many households a great Yes No . DK
deal better off than this or not? 1 2 3

C. Do you think there are many households a 
deal worse off than this or not?

great
1 2 3

2A. Some people say there are social classes in this
Country, some people say there are not - 
you think?

what do
1 2 3

B. (IF NO) Does anything make a difference to whether 
people get on in life or not? (DO NOT ASK FOLLOWING 
QUESTIONS ON CLASS)

C. (IF YES) What do you think they are?

D. What's the difference between them?

E. Do you think they affect people’s chances in life Yes No DK
or not? 1 2 3

F. In what way?

Now moving on to consider the chances different 
people have of using the various services provided 
by the Government.

3A. Do you think everyone has the same chance of
getting a good education? 1 2 3

B. (IF NO) What kind of people stand the best chance?

C. What kind of people stand the worst chance?

i+A. Do you think everyone has the same chance of getting 
good health care?

B. (IF NO) What kind of people stand the best chance?

2 3



227

UC. What kind of people stand the worst chance?

5A. Do you think everyone has the same chance of getting 
good housing?

B. (IF NO) What kind of people stand the best chance?

Yes
1

No DK
2 3

0. What kind of people stand the worst chance?

This part of the questionnaire is about the various 
needs people can have, and how the Government might 
provide for them. First, let's talk about cash 
benefits financed through tax and other sources, 
and about groups which some people think need cash 
benefits.

6 A. Do you think the Government should provide cash
benefits to the low paid? 1 2 3

B. (IF NO) Why do you say that?

C. (IF YES) Should they be provided to all the low 
paid or restricted only to some groups of the low 
paid?

(PROMPT) What about restrictions like:

D. So only those whose income falls below a certain 
level get benefit?

E. So only those who have made cash contributions to 
a National Insurance Scheme get benefit?

F. Should how they come to be low-paid make a 
difference?

G. (IF YES) What differences are you thinking of?

H. How much should the benefit be:
Should it be enough to bring their income up to the
level of an average wage? 1 2 3

7A. Do you think the Government should provide cash bene­
fits to parents like child benefit? 1 2 3

ALL RES
1 2

Yes No DK
1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

B. (IF NO) Why do you say that?
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G. (IF YES) Should they be provided to all parents or 
restricted only to come groups of parents? ALL1 RPJS

(PROMPT) What about restrictions like -

D. So only those whose income falls below a certain Yes No DK
level get benefit? 1 2 3

E. So only those who have made cash contributions to 
a National Insurance Scheme get benefit? 1 2 3

F. Should the benefit be the same for everyone or Same Scaled
scaled according to income? 1 2

G. Should the benefit be paid to the husband or to the Husb Wife
wife? 1 2

8A. Should the Government provide cash benefits to the Yes No DK
unemployed? 1 2 3

B. (IF NO) Why do you say that?

C. (IF YES) Should they be provided to all the unem­ ALL RES
ployed or restricted only to some groups of the 
unemployed?

1 2

(PROMPT) What about restrictions like -

D. So only those who lave made cash contributions to a Yes No DK
National Insurance Scheme when they were working 
get benefit?

1 2 3

E. Should whether their family are in a position to 
support them make a difference or not? 1 2 3

F. (IF YES) What differences are you thinking of?

G. Should how they become unemployed make a difference? 1 2 3

H. (IF YES) What differences are you thinking of?

I. Any other restrictions?

J. How much should the benefit be - 
Just enough to live on?
or at the level of an average wage?

JE AW
1 2

K. In cases where both parents are unemployed, Husb
should the benefit be paid to the husband or to 1
the wife?

Wife
2
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Should the Government provide cash benefits to the Yes No LK
retired? 1 2 3
(IF NO) Why do you say that?

(IF YES) Should they be provided to all the retired ALL RES
or restricted only to some groups of the retired? 1 2

(PROMPT) What about restrictions like -

So that only those whose other income from savings Yes No DK
and private pensions falls below a certain level 
get benefit?

1 2 3

So that only those who have made cash contributions 
to a National Insurance Scheme get benefit? 1 2 3

Should whether their family is in a position to 
support them make a difference or not? 1 2 3

(IF YES) What differences are you thinking of?

How much should the benefit be - JE AW
Just enough to live on?
or at the level of an average wage?

1 2

Should the Government provide cash benefits to Yes No DK
single parents? 1 2 3

(IF NO) Why do you say that?

(IF YES) Should they be provided to all single ALL RES
parents or restricted only to some groups of single 
parents?

1 2

(PROMPT) What about restrictions like -
So that only those whose income from other sources Yes No DK
falls below a certain level get benefit? 1 2 3

Should whether their family are in a position to 
support them make a difference or not? 1 2 3

(IF YES) What differences are you thinking of?

Should how they become single parents make a differ­
ence? 1 2 3

H. (IF YES) What differences are you thinking of?
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D.
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12A.

B.

C.

D.

E.

F.

G.
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Any other restriction?

Ebw much should the benefit be - 
Just enough to live on
or at the level of an average wage? JE Aw

Should the Government provide cash benefits to Yes No DK
the sick and disabled? 1 2 3
(|IF NO) Why do you say that?

¿IF YES) Should they be provided to all sick and All Res
disabled or restricted to only some groups of sick 
and disabled?

1 2

(PROMPT) What about restrictions like -

So that only those whose income from other sources Yes No DK
falls below a certain level get benefit? 1 2 3

So that only those incapable of work get benefit?

So that only those who have previously made cash 
contributions to a National Insurance Scheme get

1 2 3

benefit? 1 2 3

How much should the benefit be - JE AW
Just enough to live on
or at the level of an average wage?

1 2

Should the Government provide cash benefits to Yes No DK
widows? 1 2 3

(IF NO) Why do you say that?

(IF YES) Should they be provided to all widows or All Res
restricted only to some groups of widows? 1 2

(PROMPT) What about restrictions like:

So that only those whose income from other sources 
falls below a certain level get benefit?

Yes
1

No
2

DK
3

So that only those who have dependent children get 
benefit? 1 2 3

So that only those whose husbands had made cash 
contributions to a National Insurance Scheme get 
benefit? 1 2 3

Should whether their family are in a position to 
support them make a difference? 1 2 3



231

H. (IF YES) What differences are you thinking of?

I. How much should the benefit be - 
Just enough to live on
or at the level of an average wage?

J. Should there be benefits for widowers?

13. (HAND CARD 1) Here is a card with the groups I’ve 
mentioned on it (CAED ORDER ROTATED)

A.

B.

1U.

1UA.

B.

C.

D.,

E.

’tfhich group has the greatest need for cash benefits? 

’fliich group has the least need for cash benefits?

Another way in which cash benefits could be provided 
Ls through schemes run by firms, for example, 
Occupational Pensions

lave you heard of such schemes?

Are you in a firm’s pension scheme?

Do you think they benefit the better off more that 
the less well off, the less well off more than the 
better off, or do they make no difference?

Do you think all firms should run these schemes 
jfor all their employees?

Should people be allowed to stop paying into the 
Government pension scheme completely and rely on a 
firm’s scheme?

JE AW
1 2

Yes No DK
1 2 3

IE P S/D R SP w LP
1 2 3 h 6 7

1 2 3 h 5 6 7

Yes No DK
1 2 3

1 2 3

BO LWO ND
1 2 3

Yes No DK
1 2 3

1 2 3

Now moving on to services in kind, like the National 
Health Service, Education and Council Housing.

1$. The Government provides a free National Health Service 
financed through taxation.

A. Do you think this should be free for everyone or 
should there be restrictions?

All
1

Res.
2

(PROMPT) What about restrictions like:

B. Only to those with low incomes? Yes
1

No
2

DK
3

C. Only to those with special needs for health care? 1 2 3
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16. Now, private health insurance (like BUPA)

A. Rave you heard of such schemes?

B. (IP YES) Are you a member of such a scheme?

C. Do you think such schemes make a difference to the 
National Health Service?

D. (IF YES) What kind of difference?

Yes No DK
1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

E. (PROBE) Is that a good or a bad thing?

P. What kinds of people are members of such schemes?

Should people be allowed to stop paying towards the Yes No DK
National Health Service and join such schemes if they 
want to?

1 2 3

If it cost you the same to be in the National Health NHS PRI
Service and in such a scheme, which would you rather 1 2
be in? 

I. Why?

17. The Government provides free education up to 16 at 
least, financed through taxation and rates.

A. Should free primary and secondary education be proved All Res
for everyone or should it be restricted? 1 2

B. (IP YES TO RESTRICTIONS) In what way should it be 
restricted?

Education is also compulsory:
C. Should it aim at helping the least able to catch up LA

with the most able or at developing the abilities of 1
the most able?

D. (FOR NON-CHOOSERS) If you have to choose between
these two aims, which would you choose? 1

18. Now private education:

A. Have you used private education? Yes
1

MA
2

2

No
2



B. As a pupil or as a parent?

C. Do you think private schools cater for different 
kinds of people than state schools?

D. (IF YES) What kinds of people?
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Pup Par
1 2

Yes No DK
1 2 3

E. Do you think private education makes a difference to
the pupil? 1 2 3

F. (IF YES) What kind of difference?

G. Should people be allowed to stop paying towards 
state schools and have private education for their
children if they want to? 1 2 3

H. If it cost you the same send your children to private Pri
schools as to state schools, which would you choose, 1
assuming you had children of school age?

State
2

19A. The Government provides council housing financed 
through tax and rates: Should this be provided 
for everyone who wants it or should there be 
restrictions?

B. (PROMPT) What about providing it only for those 
with low incomes?

All Res
1 2

Yes No DK
1 2 3

20. This section is about services the Government might
provide so that women would have less to do in looking 
after dependent 'members of the family.

A. Should the state provide day-care for pre-school 
children? What I mean is somewhere where children
under the age of 5  could be looked after all day. 1 2 3

B. Why?

C. Should it be provided for everyone who wants it, or All Res
should there by restrictions? 1 2

D. (PROMPT) What about providing it only for those with Yes No DK
low incomes? 1 2 3

E. What about providing it only for those who go out to
work? 1 2 3
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21 A. Should the state provide services to help the Yes No
elderly live at home, like delivering cooked meals 1 2
and paying people to look after them?

B. Why?

DK
3

C. Should they be provided for everyone who wants 
them, or should there be restrictions?

All
1

Res
2

D. (PROMPT) What about providing them only for those 
with low incomes?

E. Should they be provided only for those not living 
with their family?

22A. Should the state provide old people's homes? 

B. Why?

C. Should they be provided for everyone who wants them, 
or should there be restrictions?

D. (PROMPT) What about providing them only for those 
with low incomes?

E. Should they be provided only for those not living 
with their family?

Yes No DK
1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

All Res
1 2

Yes No DK
1 2 3

1 2 3

23. This question is about the various ways in which the 
benefits and services we've been talking about are 
paid for. At present there are 5 main sources of 
money to pay for them: Income Tax, National 
Insurance Contributions, VAT, Rates and Charges 
like prescription charges and school meals charges.

A. (HAND CARD 2) Which do you think is the way in which 
most money is raised at present? (NB CARDO:RDER)

(FOR SOURCE OF MOST REVENUE, IF NOT 'CHARGES')
B. Do you think households at different levels of income 

tend to pay an equal amount in ... or not?

C. (IF NO) Which pay more?

D. Do you think they pay a larger share of their income 
than other households?

IT VAT NI
1 2 3

Yes No
1 2

1 2

R C
k  5

DK
3

3
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21+A. Now we want to ialk about how the benefits and services IT 
should be paid for. Which way do you think should be 1 
used to raise most money?

VAT NI R
2 3 h

C
5

B. Why?

25. Now we move on to consider the way in which the money 
raised by the various taxes and charges is divided 
between the various welfare services and benefits.
On average each £100 you pay in tax for welfare in 
all the different ways is split up at present between 
the various needs in these amounts (SHOW CARD 3)

A. D<f> you think more or less should be spent on (NAME

Retirement Pensions 
Council Housing 
The Unemployed 
The N.H.S.
Single Parents 
Sick and Disabled 
Education 
Child Benefit

r FEM) or should it remain the same? More Less
M L S Y N Y N

B. (IF MORE) Would you say that if it meant you had RP 1 2 3 1 2 1 2
t<c pay more in tax ? CH 1 2 3 1 2 1 2

UE 1 2 3 1 2 1 2
c. ( IF LESS) Would you say that if it meant that the NHS 1 2 3 1 2 1 2

saving was then used to pay for other Government SP 1 2 3 1 2 1 2
spending and did not reduce the tax you pay? S/D 1 2 3 1 2 1 2

ED 1 2 3 1 2 1 2
CB 1 2 3 1 2 1 2

26A Which households would you say get the best value HI MI LI ND
for money from the system of taxes and benefits 1 2 3 h
taken as a whole; Is it those with high incomes, 
those with middle incomes, or those with low 
incomes - or does income make no difference?

27. Income tax allowances mean that people pay less income 
tax under various circumstances. The most important 
are personal allowances for single persons and 
married couples, relief on mortgage interest payments 
and on contributions to private pensions and 
insurance schemes.

A. Do you think there should be tax relief on mortgage Yes No D
interest payments or not? 1 2 3

B. Why?

C. Do you think there should be tax relief on contrib-
utions to private pension and insurance schemes or not? 1 2 3

D. Do you think these allowances tend to benefit the BO LWO ND
better off more than the less well off, the less well • 1 2 3
off more than the better off, or do they make no 
difference?
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2 8 . People suggest that the system of taxes, services 
and benefits we've been talking about has different 
effects on society. I'm going to read out a series 
of comments that have been made on the system.
Please say which box on the card is closest to your 
opinions strongly agree' if you agree strongly, 
’strongly disagree' if you disagree strongly, and so 
on, all through the list. (SHOW CARD I4.).
Ho you think the system of taxes, services and
benefits that many people call the Welfare State: SA A N D SD

A. Makes people more ready to help each other? 1 2 3 b 5
B. Makes people less willing to look after themselves? 1 2 3 b 5
C. Makes for a more caring society? 1 2 3 b 5
B.
E.

Costs too much in tax?
Gives people the satisfaction of helping others they

1 2 3 k 5

don't know? 1 2 3 b 5
P. Saps the will to work? 1 2 3 b 5
G. lakes people more equal? 1 2 3 b 5
H. lakes people less ready to look after their relatives? 1 2 3 b
I. leets people's needs satisfactorily? 1 2 3 b 5
J.
K.

)oesn't provide enough in benefits and services? 
Makes people who get benefits and services feel like

1 2 3 b

second-class citizens? 1 2 3 b 5
L. fs more or less fair? 1 2 3 b 5
M. Has too many rules and regulations? 1 2 3 b 5
n . :Doesn't affect most people much? 1 2 3 b 3
0 . Helps people who don't deserve help? 1 2 3 b 5
p. lives most people value for money? 1 2 3 b 5
Q. Makes people take less responsibility for their children 1 2 3 b 5
R. Is good in principle but needs reform? 1 2 3 b 5
S.
T.

Helps the working class more than the middle class?
Is something that most people don't feel veiy involved

1 2 3 b 5

U.
in?
Causes bad feeling between tax payers and people who

1 2 3 b $

get benefits and services? 1 2 3 b 5
V. Is necessary in a modem society? 1 2 3 b 5
W. Gives people a greater sense of security? 1 2 3 b 5
X. Interferes too much in people's lives? 1 2 3 b 3
Y. Makes for a just society? 1 2 3 b 5
Z.
L.

Helps people who don't need help?
Now we want to talk about the principles that the system 
of tax and welfare should be based on. The card has 
a list of different goals the welfare state could aim

1 2 3 b 5

at. Which do you think is the most important?
(SHOW CARD 5). (NB CARD ORDER)
Leaving people to be responsible for looking after 
themselves?
Meeting most needs for most people, without making them 
equal?
Trying to make sure everyone has equal chances in 
life?
Only meeting the basic requirements of the poor and 
needy?
Or do you think something else is more important?
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3. Thi 
the 
Gov i 
var: 
box 
nee|i 
to

s section is  about where you stand in  relation to 
benefits and services that can be provided by the 

eminent. I*m going to read out a l is t  of the 
ious services and b enefits. Please say which 

on the card (SHOW CARD 6) is  closest to your 
ds. YES i f  you are getting or are almost ce rta in  
need the benefit or service and so on.

Council Housing 
National Health Service 
State Education
Tax R e lie f on mortgage in te re st 
Staite Pensions 
Unemployment benefit 
Widows Pension
C h ild  b e n e fit/fam ily  allowance 
Government sickness benefit 
Benefits fo r the le ss w e ll-p aid  
Day-care fo r pre-school ch ildren  
SteLte care fo r e ld e rly  re la tiv e s

A. Taking the system of taxes and so c ia l services as a 
whole do you think you get value fo r money from it ?

B. Would you lik e  to see i t  changed so you get better 
value fo r money?

C. ( IF  YES) What kind of changes would you lik e  to see?

Yes Perh No

1 2 3
1 2 3
1 2 3
1 2 3
1 2 3
1 2 3
1 2 3
1 2 3
1 2 3
1 2 3
1 2 3
1 2 3

Yes No DK
1 2 3

1 2 3

F in a lly  I*d lik e  to ask you ju st a few d e ta ils  so 
that we can c la s s ify  your answers.

!. F ir s t , the make-up of your households:
A. Gender of respondent
B. Are you s in g le , m arried, widowed, separated or 

divorced?
C. What was your age la s t  birthday?
D. What was your husband*s/wife's age la s t  birthday
E. Have you any ch ildren  liv in g  w ith you?
F. What were th e ir ages la s t  birthday?
G. Are any of them not in  fu ll-t im e  education?
H. Have you any ch ildren  not liv in g  with you?
I .  What were th e ir ages la s t  b irthday?
J . Are any of them in  f u l l  time education?

Respondent
Spouse
Children with 1

If !!  2

II II ^
" " 1+
" not " 1
u  n  it 2

it ii  ii ^

ii ii ii ^

M ari- FT 
Sex t a l Age Edn. 

stains

Yes No
1 2

1 2

K. Do you have any re la tiv e s  liv in g  with you?

L. ( IF  YES) Are they dependent on you?



A. Are

B. (IP

you a council tenant, private tenant or an owner-
occupier:

00 ) Are you buying on a mortgage or do you own
you:? house outright?

C. Did you/are you buying p riv a te ly  or from the co u ncil?

A. What is  your occupation?

B. Do you work fu ll-t im e  or part-tim e?

C. Your husband’ s/w ife 's  occupation?

D. Does he/she work fu ll-t im e  or part-tim e?

E. Is  anyone else in  the household working?

P. Who?

G. Th e ir occupation?

H. F u ll-tim e  or part-tim e?

Here is  a card with various income groups on i t  
(SHOW CAED 7)

A. Please say which le tte r  corresponds to your income:

B. to your husband/wife’ s income:

C. to other earners in  the household's income:

l .  Do you support a p o lit ic a l party?

). Which one

At what age did you f in is h  fu ll-t im e  education?

1. Halve you practised or do you p ractice a re lig io n ?

CT
1

Mort
1
P
1

PT
2

00
3

Own
2
C
2

IT
1

PT
2

1

Yes
1

No
2

DK
3

IT
1

PT
2

A B C D E p G H I J K L
1 2 3 b 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

1 2 3 b 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

1 2 3 b 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

Yes No DK
1 2 3

CON LAB LIB NF Other
1 2 3 b 5

Have
1

Do
2

Don't
3
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39. That's the end of the questionnaire. Is  there any­
thing else of relevance to how you fe e l about the 
Welfare State?

’ > é

COMMENTS :



'CARDS
2i|0

(ON DIFFERENT COLOURS)

CARD 1
The Unemployed 
Parents
Sick and Disabled 
The Retired 
Single Parents 
Widows
The Low-paid

(7 versions, in  rotated order)

CARD 2
RATES INCOME TAX VAT CHARGES

NATIONAL
INSURANCE
CONTRIBUTIONS

(5 versions, in  rotated order)

CARD ?
Retirement pensions £25
Council housing £10
The unemployed £ 5
The national health service £20
Single parents £ 2
S ick and disabled £ 7
Education £2U
C h ild  benefit (fam ily allowances) £ 7

■ ! NEITHER 
STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOR DISAGREE STRONGLY
AGREE DISAGREE DISAGREE

CARD 7
Leaving people to be responsible fo r looking a fte r themselves? 
Meeting most needs fo r most people but without making them equal? 
Trying to make sure everyone has equal chances in  l if e ?
Only meeting the basic requirements of the poor and needy?
Or do you think something else is  more important?

CARD 6
YES PERHAPS

CARD 7
INCOME BEFORE TAX AMD OTHER STOPPAGES

A. NONE
B. up to
C. £1,000
D. £2,000
E. £3,000
P. £U,000
G. £5,000
H. £5,000
I . £7,000
J . £8,000
K. £9,000
L. Over

£1,000 a year 
- £2,000 "
-  £ 3,000
- £U,000 "
- £5,000 "
-  £ 6 ,0 0 0  "
- £7,000 "
- £8,000 "
- £9,000 "
-£10,000 "

£10,000 "

£20 a week 
£20 - £i|0 "
£ l|0 -  £60  "

£60  -  £80  "

£80 -£100 "
£100 -£120 "
£120 -£1h0 "
£1140 -£160 
£1 bO -£ 1 80 "
£180 -£200 "
Over £200 "

NO
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