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This is a mélange of background material which Bob prepared for his talk at the Imagining 

North Shields Workshop on April 13th 2016 combined with some of what he actually said on 

the day, having had to cut it radically for a 5-minute presentation. 

I was born and bred in what someone once described as a northern industrial town which had lost its 

moorings and ended up on the banks of the Thames. Woolwich was home to the giant munitions 

complex of The Royal Arsenal, and once upon a time of the naval Dockyard where Henry VIII’s ship 

the Great Harry and HMS Beagle of Darwin fame were built. When I was growing up it was at the 

centre of an industrial belt of heavy and electrical engineering factories - Siemens, Johnson and 

Philips, Submarine Cables, George Harvey - stretching along the south bank of the Thames from 

Deptford down to Erith. For good measure, the Royal Docks were a Woolwich Free-Ferry ride across 

on the opposite bank. From the mid-sixties into the early seventies, a rash of company relocations 

and factory closures effectively de-industrialised this part of London - although that particular word 

was not as current then as it has become now.  For good measure, the Royal Docks relocated some 

dozen miles downstream at Tilbury. I was away studying for most of this period – I took a degree and 

a masters in Sociology at Sussex, (I was in Tom Bottomore’s MA class in 1968 along with Lena 

Dominelli), followed by further postgraduate studies at Leicester University’s Centre for Mass 

Communication Research with a project on working class consciousness and identity and the role of 

the media.   

Just a few years later I found myself living in another industrial town, this time in the real north 

rather than a pretend one, on the banks of another famous English river, likewise with its munitions 

factories, naval and commercial shipyards and heavy engineering factories. I arrived there in time to 

witness a similar process of de-industralisation as it began to unfold. 

I’d come north to take up a post of Research Fellow in the Rowntree Research Unit of Durham 

University’s Department of Sociology. This was in Philip Abrams’s time. In previous years there’d 

been a tradition of ‘community studies’ of working class communities, old and new - Peterlee, 

Newton Aycliffe, Seaham – by Ellis Thorpe, Peter Brannen and Martin Bulmer. Elsewhere in the 

department Richard Brown and Jim Cousins had been studying the shipbuilding industry at Swan 

Hunter in Wallsend.  

By then I’d become fairly well acquainted with studies of working class communities –Willmott and 

Young, Dennis Henriques and Slaughter, the late Ronnie Frankenberg, the work of Elizabeth Bott, etc. 

- and developed an interest in labour history, influenced (like everybody else) by Edward Thompson’s 

The Making of the English Working Class  in particular.  

At the Rowntree Unit, we deliberately didn’t follow the traditional community study path, but we did 

look at a geographical area - Seaton Valley (just up the road from here) in terms of its historical 

development,  the formation of its local working class institutions, and the changes it was 

experiencing following the 1960s rationalisation of the SE Northumberland coalfield. 1   (I recall many 

a long hour spent in Blyth Library reading old bound copies of the Blyth News).  We also looked at 

regionalism and the regional institutions and particularly noted how the labour and trade union 

movement had been incorporated in those regional bodies. 2  
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It was with this background that I arrived at the North Tyneside CDP Research team, employed by 

Newcastle upon Tyne Polytechnic as it then was, in the Department of Behavioural Studies, where 

formerly more psychology based studies had characterized the department, as its name would 

suggest. Dave Byrne, as Lecturer in Social Policy a colleague in the Sociology Department at Durham, 

had already been appointed as Research Director and I started a month or two later, in November 

1973, as Research Fellow. We were soon joined by Gwynne Somerville.  

It’s fair to say that I arrived with some partially formed ideas, perspectives and conceptions from my 

studies and from my experiences - ideas of class and community and of social processes. It’s 

interesting to note that, in a paper I co-wrote whilst at Durham I quoted the sociologist John H. 

Goldthorpe, with approval:  

 “one should note that the perspectives of the ‘classic’ sociologist are far wider than those of 

sociologists who would define the scope of their subject in terms of modern methods of field 

research. Because of the limitations of the techniques to which they are wedded, the latter 

are forced to restrict themselves largely to the study of social milieu (communities, work 

situations, local associations, etc.) considered statically or over very short-term periods. 

Without forsaking their techniques, they are thus unable to appreciate or to explain how 

these social milieux have emerged from, and are conditioned by, the structure of the wider 

society in which they are set, or how ongoing changes at the level of the milieu are related to 

changes at a societal level. To do this would entail a shift precisely to the classic mode of 

sociological analysis. It would mean thinking in terms of societies as developing structures, 

or, in other words, it would call for the introduction of a historical dimension….As I see it, 

then, the tradition of historically oriented study must continue to form the core of sociology. 

If such a view is prejudicial to the scientific status of the discipline, then so much the worse 

for that”. 3 

 (Ironically, Goldthorpe and his colleague David Lockwood and other contributors to the Affluent 

Worker studies published in the mid-sixties ran into considerable flak from left wing critics such as 

Robin Blackburn for seemingly to have shelved this more ‘structural’ approach in their empirical 

studies of Luton’s car workers). 

However, it was in this spirit and frame of mind that I approached the opportunity that research in 

CDP offered, as one where we could look in depth, sociologically and economically, at an area and 

the social and economic forces that shaped it; that helped to explain what it was and why. We also 

had the freedom to be active, to try to intervene in some way, if you like. That’s been talked about 

elsewhere, and I won’t repeat it here except very generally and then specifically where it related to 

industry and employment issues. 

In general, then, in terms of action – I  think it’s important to firmly state at the outset that we were 

an anti-poverty project and not an urban regeneration project – the only ever British anti-poverty 

project.  I suppose, if you wanted to crudely summarise what we were about, it is contained in the 

word ‘ rights’ – tenants’ rights, claimants’ and welfare rights, workers’ rights, trade union rights – 

where possible collectively rather than individually expressed. ‘Collective empowerment’ might not 

be a wholly inappropriate term.  
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The core of the action team - David Corkey, Penny Remfry, John Foster and Kenny Bell - was already 

in post by the time we researchers arrived on the scene. In one way we were two distinct teams, a 

research team employed by the local polytechnic and an action team employed by the local authority 

(originally the Conservative controlled Tynemouth County Borough then, following the 1974 local 

government re-organisation,  the new Labour controlled North Tyneside Metropolitan Borough 

Council). While had separate office bases, we were not housed in the Polytechnic but rather in the 

project area in North Shields - we were in a Northumberland Square attic office a few doors away 

from North Tyneside’s Chief Executive and just along from the local tripe shop, whose elderly lady 

proprietor was the Tynemouth councillor who chaired the committee responsible for the action 

team. In practice, we worked together, as one team, on all the issues. For example I worked 

alongside Kenny Bell with housing action groups in East Howdon and the Triangle area, and we all did 

shifts in the Information shops, giving advice but referring to our better qualified colleagues where 

necessary. So as researchers we all had plenty of opportunity to engage with local people and get a 

feel of what was going on in the area, on the ground.   

More specifically, in relation to industry and employment issues - for which I had a specific brief - 

we’d come to work in what was an industrial town, a working class community, formed by industrial 

capitalism.  As I’ve already suggested, we were interested as sociologists in the specific detail of how 

the community was formed, and the changes that had taken and were taking place, the dynamics of 

capital and how it affected people’s lives, and how, if possible, we might intervene. I’ll come on to 

the more analytical research later, so here I will talk about what we did practically on the ground.  

The project had already co-commissioned, with other projects, the report Jobs in Jeopardy, 4 and we 

broadly knew in which direction we were heading. However, we had to decide how and with whom 

to work with on this front, on the issues as we identified them and/or as they emerged.  

What about the local authority itself? At that time, Economic Development as a local authority 

function was in its infancy, and usually –as was the case in Tynemouth CBC – the occasional 

responsibility of a planner and the Town Improvement Committee. It had been the remit, for several 

decades since the 1920s, of the wider north eastern regional bodies to take initiatives to attract 

employment 5 The new Metropolitan Boroughs and the Tyne and Wear County Council which came 

into being in 1974 addressed this function more seriously, but mainly from the point of view of 

attracting mobile capital to the area to create new jobs. We didn’t regard ourselves as being 

promoters of the area’s advantages to potential incoming employers - this, after all, usually involved 

proclaiming the relative cheapness of labour and its amenability. Rather, we chose to seek a role in 

relation to the area’s workers themselves, via their representative bodies and thus their Labour 

Movement institutions and organisations, both official and informal.   

We sought those organisations with which we could work on issues like conditions of work, 

impending redundancies, and indeed wider political industrial and employment issues. One such 

representative organization was the North Tyneside Trades Council, the local official arm of the TUC, 

which in certain respects, albeit of limited range and depth, represented organized workers in this 

geographical area.  We were able to forge a relationship with its officers, providing support and 

information and undertaking several collaborative projects. We started with a campaign and library 

exhibition to encourage trade union membership, launched by Will Lawther, the former President of 

the National Union of Mineworkers who was living in retirement in the area. This was followed by 
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work on youth unemployment, resulting in a report prepared by us but published in the name of the 

Trades Council 6; and another research project and report on the ownership and control of 

companies in in North Tyneside, again published in the name of the Trades Council 7. A useful and 

constant source of reference for industrial and employment issues was the monthly magazine Labour 

Research, and we were fortunate in being able to engage an experienced ex-Labour Research 

researcher, a specialist in analyzing company reports, to assist us with this latter project. 

On another front, through wider contacts labour movement contacts, we managed to create a 

relationship with the Tyneside shop stewards movement, the unofficial plant/factory based trade 

union structure, a powerful force in engineering at the time, or at least up to that point in time. 

There was still a significant manufacturing and engineering industry presence all along the north 

bank of the Tyne (the South Bank too), including Smiths Docks and Swan Hunters (ship repair and 

shipbuilding) in North Tyneside through to Parsons in Heaton and Vickers further to the east in 

Elswick and Scotswood. All these big plants had shop steward structures, particularly in the skilled 

workers unions such as the Amalgamated Union of Engineering Workers (AUEW) .We worked very 

closely with the Benwell CDP on this, Vickers Elswick being in their patch and where the Convenor of  

Shop Stewards was Jimmy Murray, a well-known figure at the time and an engineering union 

sponsored Labour Party candidate at both the 1970 and 1974 General Elections.8 .  Largely instigated 

by Murray, an organisation called the Tyne Conference of Shop Stewards came into being, around 

the time of the new (1974-) Labour Government’s Industry Bill of 1974, when Tony Benn was 

Secretary of State for Industry and introduced the Bill which proposed greater state intervention in 

industry through structures like a National Enterprise Board, and Planning Agreements with workers 

in key industries.   

We serviced the TCSS as a sort of secretariat, and provided research, intelligence and practical 

support.  The Industry Bill was much debated, and we contributed to a pamphlet about it, published 

through the CDP PEC Group.9.  There was a brief instant in time when,  in some respects, the shop 

stewards movement enjoyed a moment of potential strength and influence which it proved unable 

to fully grasp.  Prime Minister Harold Wilson headed it off by moving Tony Benn from the Industry 

department to Energy, and the impetus really went out of what had had the early makings of a 

campaign.   

At the same time, the Tyne Conference of Shop stewards promoted the idea of forming Combine 

Committees in large companies – committees of shop stewards in the different parts of a 

multinational company which would be able to (at least) exchange information and take initiatives 

together. I contributed a brief article about the nuts and bolts of forming a combine committee to 

the journal of the Institute of Workers Control, the body largely associated with Ken Coates which 

facilitated many of these debates and initiatives. 10 

Again, ownership and control issues loomed large, and, building on the earlier work on companies in 

North Tyneside, we – ourselves and Benwell CDP - undertook a county wide study of the presence of 

multinationals in Tyne and Wear. Why was ownership and control important? – crudely, and 

sketchily, because where companies were based elsewhere or abroad it meant that the status of 

their presence in Tyne and Wear was likely to be that of a ‘branch plant’ which could be easily closed 

and relocated elsewhere when the company deemed it more profitable to do so. That is a very crude 
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simplification, but there’s no time or space to go further here.  What we discovered in fact was that 

there were many more multi-nationals or component parts of them in Tyne and Wear than we’d 

imagined. Our findings came as a surprise to senior planners at Tyne and Wear County Council – we 

did talk to them on the odd occasion -  whose own data didn’t include information about ownership 

and control.   

It’s worth recalling what our research practically entailed in those days. Our technology was 

primitive; we couldn’t call things up on our desk tops, as we didn’t have any, they didn’t exist. We 

had to send out for company reports from company HQs, having identified companies in the area 

from other sources, including telephone directories, trade directories and physical observation and 

intelligence from local workers. Only then could we read and analyze the reports. Finally, we 

published our research in a large compendium, a detailed analysis of all these companies in Tyne and 

Wear, in conjunction with the Tyne Conference of Shop Stewards. 11  

Thirdly, we tried to create a labour movement institution. Because we felt the work with trade 

unions was important, and knowing that the CDP would only last for some five years, we helped to 

establish an institution which would live for much longer doing the sort of work we were doing. Tom 

Ellison, who at the time was a Workers Educational Association tutor-organiser in industrial relations, 

came to us with an idea to set up a library resource for trade unionists. The long and the short of it 

was that, together with Benwell CDP and with the support of significant actors (certain trades unions, 

the Adult Education department at Newcastle University) we created what became the Trade Union 

Studies and Information Unit, TUSIU.  I have to give John Foster his due because he ran with this and 

actively prosecuted it.  Each action team, North Tyneside’s and Benwell’s, funded it for two years and 

then TUSIU became an independent organisation, with good trade union involvement in its 

management.  I’m glad to say it did last well beyond the end of the project.  I remember going to the 

25th anniversary meeting in Gateshead Civic Centre in about 1999 or 2000.  A whole range of people 

worked for TUSIU over the years – from Keith Hodgson (later NUPE and Unison official) to Alan 

Milburn (former  MP for Darlington and Secretary of State for Health), Dr. Carol Stephenson of 

Northumbria University, and Ken Ternant (once a leading shop steward at C.A. Parsons). TUSIU lasted 

for over 25 years before funding problems overtook it and its work was absorbed into that of the 

Newcastle Centre against Unemployment in the early noughties.   

There were other work activities undertaken towards the end of the project – e.g. on unemployment 

– we created a pamphlet Signing on Times distributed outside the Benefits offices, and another for 

women entitled Shieldswoman. We had occasionally talked about the possibilities for a Claimants 

Union, and also often discussed the National Unemployed Workers Movement of the 1930s - 

inspired by Wal Hannington’s history of the movement 12 - as a model for work with the 

unemployed; but we hadn’t yet entered the era of jobs slaughter and mass unemployment that came 

with the 1980s when things like the Centres for (or against) the Unemployed, People’s March for 

Jobs, were parts of the working class response to mass unemployment.  

We also did work specifically with women workers, but I’m not going to deal with that because Penny 

Remfry is here and I’m sure she’ll want to talk about that. 
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By the time the research team was established in North Tyneside, the structural critique (of the 

pathological approach) was by then already being articulated by several existing and established 

projects. In fact we arrived just when Jobs in Jeopardy – a commissioned piece of work by consultants 

Nigel Moor and Associates 13– was reaching completion, and the idea that the fortunes and viability 

of communities were intrinsically linked to their economic bases became firmly established in the 

thinking of certain CDP projects, and not exactly difficult for us to subscribe to and run with. 

I soon became a member of the Inter-Project Industry and Employment group, along with Judy Green 

from Benwell and colleagues from three other CDPs – Newham (Canning Town), Batley, and 

Birmingham. Judy and I worked closely together on the North East material. These were the 5 

projects which most closely shared the same perspectives – and it was this combination which was to 

produce, via the PEC Group, The Costs of Industrial Change. 14.  

It wasn’t a local history we were trying to write – although incorporating an interpretation of local 

history – but a kind of illustrated analysis of how towns and cities of industrial capitalism are formed 

by capital for capital accumulation and exist to further that.  A key part of the job was to detail that 

and to put the flesh on the bones, in a study of localized areas, of this structural analysis. (This was 

not an altogether new departure – we had a good example of an earlier such account from the North 

East with Ellen Wilkinson’s famous book on Jarrow 15). 

The logic of the system, to grow and create and recreate the conditions for further growth and 

accumulation.  The process is by no means even. For older industrial areas frequently the problem is 

that they run a particular course – not ‘naturally’ – and become redundant because the locus of 

accumulation has shifted elsewhere -anywhere on the globe these days). So you may get wasteland 

where once was a shipyard. But as I think we’ve seen here, this is often only temporary – though 

temporary may be a long time in what is a long game – and what we see here now is the reinvention 

of many of those sites as retail, entertainment, leisure residential, business or enterprise zones etc. – 

all of which have taken place here – a variety of new things where the state has actively intervened 

to facilitate and sponsor, once more, a fresh round of accumulation. And here - certainly here over 

the past three or four decades - – increasing the rate of profitability and thus accumulation by driving 

down wages and upping the rate of exploitation – that’s why the trade unions have been assailed. If 

you think that’s far-fetched then just ask your postman, your delivery man or your care worker. 

That’s the kind of perspective we developed – not unique to us, the theorists were at work well 

before our time but there were a number of influential theorists of our generation digging away at 

the coal face while we were at work here (e.g. David Harvey, the late Doreen Massey – I was reading 

her obituary very recently). It was the stuff of many conferences, for example that of the Conference 

of Socialist Economists, as well as our own national CDP conferences and even those of the more 

respectable institutions, like the then Social Science Research Council (SSRC). It was much influenced 

by the revival of Marxism in the social sciences in the 1960s and 1970s as serious tool of analysis and 

a largely respectable universe of discourse.  

This work for The Costs of Industrial Change entailed a lot of theoretical, analytical work on capital in 

North Tyneside.  How North Tyneside was formed, the changes, and what its future was likely to be.  

The Costs of Industrial Change is on sale here today….  I should add that I am really glad to say that I 
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went into North Tyneside Library this morning – or the Customer Centre or whatever it’s called these 

days… to check whether this report was actually still held there. An online check of the catalogue 

seemed to indicate that it would be, but seeing is believing. Anyway, I inquired, and a nice lady went 

to search for it and finally, after about 20 minutes, she came back triumphant from somewhere deep 

in the bowels of the earth clutching a dog-eared copy which, inside, still bore the old sheet on which 

dates were stamped - for it was an ex-loan copy - and the sheet proved that it had been borrowed 

about a dozen times in all. So some people round here had read it. In fact, the booklet was a best-

seller, running to at least three reprints, with various universities ordering mass copies for their 

courses and the Open University using it as a set text.  I have to say its publishing success was in 

some measure due to the editing process and the involvement of Kathy Henderson, now a  successful 

children’s author but who, back then, was  employed in the (central) CDP Information and 

Intelligence Unit in London and charged with editing our national reports.  In the first place, we 

presented her with drafts in our kind of quasi-academic text etc. - Judy and I were members of the 

editorial group and had written chunks of it – perhaps too many “howevers”, “on the other hands”, 

“notwithstanding this”, “taking all factors into consideration” etc., typical of what you might expect 

from researchers and academics. Long sentences with lots of sub-clauses. She wanted to cut to the 

quick, and take a big blue pencil to sections of it. I’m exaggerating somewhat, but you get the 

picture. In fact, after these initial exchanges, Judy went away (literally –on holiday to France) and 

worked to produce a final edit, following which she and Kathy spent a full week together at the IIU in 

London, meticulously going through it line by line, if not word by word, and ending up with a version 

acceptable to all who’d contributed.  And, I suppose, in the process it was tabloid-ised, in the best 

possible way and, as it happened, to great effect; it was rendered  very accessible and readable 

whilst retaining the essential ideas and the theories that we were trying to express and which we 

were learning about as we worked in these areas. The success of The Costs of Industrial Change came 

at the end of a lengthy but positive interactive process involving the five contributing projects and 

the IIU, and the report represented a true co-production based on genuinely collaborative inter-

project work. 

I developed this work further in concentrating on North Tyneside, and this was to become the final 

report – North Shields: Living with Industrial Change 16– much of which I wrote in a rather more 

traditional style. The title owes a lot to other works of the time, especially Theo Nicholls and Huw 

Beynon’s Living with Capitalism…17 to give a sense of process and development. I deliberated over 

several possible titles, particularly ‘Coping with Industrial Change’, since that seemed to me to what 

people did with the changes that they encountered – to cope with them, and I don’t mean that 

necessarily in a passive and accepting way. No more so than women, though I’m not going to develop 

that except to say that my colleague Gwynne Somerville was responsible for the fascinating and very 

full chapter on the Fish quay and fishing industry. I should say that she and Penny, working with 

other women in the area, were responsible for the separate publication on Women’s Work, 18 which 

I think in retrospect is quite a groundbreaking report, ahead of its time (as indeed you acknowledge 

in your booklet Imagining North Shields), and indeed presaging all sorts of other studies to follow… 

don’t forget, this was an era well before the rise of Women’s Studies as an integral part of the 

university syllabuses, if not departments. (One important aspect this research highlighted was the 

multiple jobs syndrome among women workers – working in several different part-time jobs at 
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different times of the day to sustain their households - a phenomenon that was only to grow and 

grow in the subsequent decades).  

I’m glad to say that the nice lady in the library this morning was also able to lay her hands on a 

somewhat worryingly pristine copy of North Shields: Living With Industrial Change, which means to 

say one that’s not been read much, if at all. However, this belies the fact that this publication did sell 

well over a long period of time, and this is a rare copy I am holding here as they are now difficult to 

find. It includes all aspects of our work on the research side, plus there’s a summary of what we 

actually did – the ‘action’ work I was talking about earlier (this part I co-wrote with John Foster).   

North Shields: Living with Industrial Change was published after the project ended, in the early 

autumn of 1978, and hopefully its distribution was boosted by a couple of pleasingly good reviews in 

national publications – one of them in New Society by Peter Hall, doyen of the planning world, who – 

despite his dismissal of its Marxist slant and rhetoric – paid it some due and gave it some credibility. 

(See Appendices where this and another review article by Chris Couch can be found) 

Looking once more at the second part of Living with Industrial Change, the write-up of the action 

work, which I co-wrote with John Foster, I do cringe a bit at some of what we said. Part of it read as if 

a couple of apparatchiks, sporting bell bottoms and tank tops and longish hair –see the photo of the 

team – were sent by Central Committee to a far flung province to check on the consciousness of the 

local workers, only to find them wanting. In some respects, it’s not surprising that we may have been 

met with some mistrust in certain quarters – perhaps even complicated by the fact that we were 

funded by – the Home Office! However, it’s perhaps no coincidence that our sense of mild 

disappointment, or frustration, at the lack of a more radical response, was about to be very widely 

discussed, for just a few months after my departure from the CDP came the publication in the 

magazine Marxism Today, of Eric Hobsbawm’s essay The Forward March of Labour Halted  19 

initiating a lively debate and controversy which ran on for many a year. 

Less than a year later, everything did begin to change, and the forward march was certainly halted as 

the first Thatcher government was elected and Norman Tebbit began to introduce anti-trade union 

legislation. Part of a wider assault on the post –war settlement that had ushered in the welfare state 

coupled with the big bang which has led to the domination of Finance Capital that we see today. 

I was with the Research Team until April 1978 and, with Gwynne Somerville, was one of the last to 

leave as the project was finally closed down. You might like to know where I disappeared to – well, I 

stayed in the North East, and after a brief spell as a community worker with the new Walker 

Resource Centre, I joined Stewart Mackinnon who was in the process of setting up Trade Films, so 

became one of its founding members. In many ways I took a lot of what I’d learnt, intellectually and 

experientially, over the previous 10 years into film-making, in terms of subject matter and approach. 

There’s no time to develop that here, but a few brief instances - from the dialogue script for our first 

feature film Ends and Means which in some part drew on CDP material and influences (and which 

was scripted by Andy McSmith), to films for Channel 4 like Labouring Against the Law (1983), about 

the Tories’ anti- trade union legislation, and Farewell to the Welfare State (1985) about the attacks 

on the welfare state, various films on the coalmining and shipbuilding industries, and work in non-
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broadcast areas like the production of a quarterly videotape for the labour movement entitled 

Northern Newsreel – there’s a certain continuity here. 20  

Finally, I’m supposed to offer you three lessons for the future – from 40 years ago, which I find very 

difficult.  But I’d say this: 

If you have to have anything to do with the big consultants be very careful, because in my opinion 

they form a kind of shadow or unofficial global civil service to global finance capital, as well as being 

the handmaidens of privatization and the transfer of wealth and assets from the public sphere into 

the private and unaccountable. The problem is they are everywhere, in every nook and corner of 

finance and business, government and local government. 

And what I would say is: keep asking the right and difficult questions, from first principles. The basic 

principle is cui bono – that’s Latin for ‘who benefits’.  And so – who, what, where and how?  Who 

gains, who loses, in whose interests? Turn over stones, support investigative research, support 

investigative journalism. Where would we be without the Panama Papers of the last week?  That’s an 

almost revolutionary act with real consequences……  However, it’s not easy – in fact, it is getting 

harder as access to information is shut down by powerful interests, if it’s not destroyed in the first 

place. But who is doing this work these days? - that’s another problem.  For example, who is looking 

at who owns North Tyneside or ….…?  In fact, who does own North Tyneside? Who owns its land? Has 

that given anybody a disproportionate role in how North Tyneside has developed over the past 25 

years? There’s a project for someone to pick up.  I am sure it would throw up some interesting 

questions and answers about wealth, power and influence in our society. 

Finally, be prepared if you can to play a long game if you’ve got the stamina – it’s not easy, but what 

goes round can come round..   

I think some of the research we did had a real action element at the heart of it, integral to it.  Ask 

yourself why, in every repressive regime in the world, among the first people the goons come for are 

academics, researchers and journalists. Scores of the latter are killed each year in different parts of 

the world for just daring to focus their attention on something. So let’s not create too false a 

dichotomy between ‘action’ and ‘research’. 

That’s about it, I think. I’m going to end by reading a little quote.  I’m not jaundiced or embittered or 

anything about the last 35 years….well, maybe a tiny bit.  We were working in a period of change, 

and while hoping for positive changes I think we did foresee some of the things that were likely to 

come, but not the extent and depth of them after 1979.  And whenever Cameron says ‘we’ are going 

to finish the job ‘we’ were elected to do, apparently referring to his election in 2010, you think ‘yes 

OK, you were elected in 2010,  but what you really mean is that ‘we’ are going to finish the job that 

‘we’ were elected to do back in 1979 with the election of Thatcher- that is, the rolling back of the 

frontiers of the state, the dismantling of the welfare state and all the rest of it….  

I won’t go any further down this road because I don’t want to start making a political speech.  So 

what I am going to read aren’t the words of a politician, either. I stand here before you as a relic from 

a past age that has been taken out of a cupboard and dusted down, and so I’m going to quote 
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another old relic, who not so long ago, delivered this eloquent address  - in fact it was a sermon -  

with which I fully empathise. This is the playwright Alan Bennett:   

“Unlike today’s ideologues, whom I would call single-minded if mind came into it at all, I have 

no fear of the state. I was educated at the expense of the state both at school and university. 

My father’s life was saved by the state as on one occasion was my own. This would be the 

nanny state, a sneering appellation that gets short shrift with me. Without the state I would 

not be standing here today. I have no time for the ideology masquerading as pragmatism that 

would strip the state of its benevolent functions and make them occasions for profit. And why 

roll back the state only to be rolled over by the corporate entities that have been allowed, nay 

encouraged, to take its place? …… And these days no institution is immune. In my last play the 

Church of England is planning to sell off Winchester Cathedral. ‘Why not?’ says a character. 

‘The school is private, why shouldn’t the cathedral be also?’ And it’s a joke but it’s no longer 

far-fetched. 

With ideology masquerading as pragmatism, profit is now the sole yardstick against which all 

our institutions must be measured, a policy that comes not from experience but from 

assumptions – false assumptions – about human nature, with greed and self-interest taken to 

be its only reliable attributes. In pursuit of profit, the state and all that goes with it is sold 

from under us who are its rightful owners and with a frenzy and dedication that call up 

memories of an earlier iconoclasm. 

It would be unsurprising if you were to discount these forthright opinions as the rantings of an 

old man. I am now eighty, an age that entitles one to be listened to though not necessarily 

heeded. I had never been much concerned with politics until the 1980s when they became 

difficult to avoid. Without ever having been particularly left-wing I am happy never to have 

trod that dreary safari from left to right which generally comes with age, a trip writers in 

particular seem drawn to, Amis, Osborne, Larkin, Iris Murdoch all ending up at the spectrum’s 

crusty and clichéd end. 

If I haven’t, it’s partly due to circumstances: there has been so little that has happened to 

England since the 1980s that I have been happy about or felt able to endorse. One has only 

had to stand still to become a radical…… 21 
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APPENDICES 

Reviews of ‘Living with Industrial Change’, 1978, an article from the Morning Star, 1979, & 

articles from the Workers Control Bulletin of the Institute for Workers Control, Nov 1976 

 

 

Review of Living with Industrial Change, North Tyneside CDP, by Peter Hall*, in New Society, 19
th

 October 1978.   

*Sir Peter Geoffrey Hall, FBA (19 March 1932 – 30 July 2014) was an English town planner, urbanist and 

geographer. He was the Bartlett Professor of Planning and Regeneration at The Bartlett, University College 

London and President of both the Town and Country Planning Association and the Regional Studies Association. 

He was internationally renowned for his studies and writings on the economic, demographic, cultural and 

management issues that face cities around the globe. Hall was for many years a planning and regeneration 

adviser to successive UK governments.  
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Review of Living with Industrial Change, North Tyneside CDP, by Chris Couch** in Planning, 24
th

 November 

1978.  **Chris Couch is now Professor of Geography and Planning at the University of Liverpool, and has 

specalised in and written widely about urban regeneration. 
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Article by Bob Davis, drawing on the North Tyneside research, Morning Star, January 12
th

 1979 (NB. In case 

you’re wondering, I was never a member of the Communist Party). 
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This particular article was, I believe, written by Jimmy Murray, Convenor of Vickers Elswick Shop Stewards 
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