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Let me start by saying that this book is not

an easy read, but one that all Labour Party

and trades union people should buy, read,

and keep by them as they struggle to resist

the restoration and consolidation of capitalist

class power.

Whitfield says that he had four key objectives

in mind when writing the book:

a) to develop a theoretical framework to

better understand neo-liberal transformation

of public services and the welfare state;

b) to expose the myths of commissioning,

localism, big society and empowerment;

c) to promote action strategies that can

stop, slow down and/or mitigate the negative

consequences of these policies;

d) to advance a framework of policies

for the reconstruction of the economy, state

and public services.

The purpose of this review, then, is to

assess from our point of view the extent to

which we can feel that he has succeeded. To

do this you have to take Whitfield’s first key

objective seriously because it informs the

other objectives.

From his considerable previous work on

the social reality of our times, Whitfield has

indeed abstracted four empirical generalisations:

financialisation, personalisation, marketisation,

and privatisation. These four he

joins rather loosely together into a model of

the neo-liberal public sector transformation.

Starting from the demand for public goods,

the model runs through the increased financial

control of the public’s activities and the

personalisation of consumerism, with its

input of neo-liberalism and corporate/business

interests. Economic activities then run

through the marketisation of, for example,

the NHS and the resulting commercialisation

of services and labour, embedding

business interests and restructuring democratic

accountability and user involvement.

These processes culminate in the full-blown

privatisation of public property. The real

consequences, intended or unintended, of

these processes, wrapped up and obscured

by liberal-democratic ideology, are capitalist

accumulation by dispossession and the disempowerment

of the public.

The model is massively documented with

data, and is itself useful in gathering together

the fragmented glimpses beneath the surface

of everyday life. The model satisfactorily exposes

the liberal-democratic myths around

the Big Society. The underlying state/monopoly

capitalism is creating as a cloak a

“corporate welfare state” as the citizens’

welfare state is privatised. However, there

is still some way to go before a useful theoretical

framework is produced. In the meantime,

the work of David Harvey (2010/11)

The Enigma of Capital, the only theoretically

based author that Whitfield quotes, gives the

perspective within which his theory should

be viewed.

“The objective is to establish

a fundamental return to

values of collective solidarity,

public interest and social

justice”

The centre part of the book is devoted

to reconstruction strategies. “Reconstruction”

he says, “has three inter-connected

parts – new economic policies, alternative

policies for public services and [citizens’]

welfare state, and a new public service management”.

These need to be understood as a

whole. This is an example of what our previous

Labour governments called “joined-up

thinking”. If Ed Miliband based his strategy

on these suggestions, it is possible to believe

that he would find enough support to

stay in power long enough to be able to put

these thoughts into practice. The objective,

Whitfield says, is to establish a fundamental

return to values of collective solidarity, public

interest and social justice, rescuing them

from speculation, greed, exploitation and

self-interest. The reconstruction strategy

needs to be based on seven core principles,

including democratic accountability, social
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‘“Big society” rhetoric is all too often

heard by many as aspirational waffle

designed to conceal a deeply damaging

withdrawal of the state from its

responsibilities to the most vulnerable.’

(Faith in the Public Square, Rowan Williams,

quoted in The Observer 24/6/12).

‘It is a fallacy to assert that a sovereign

government, with its own currency and

its own central bank, is ever short of

money. How do we think major wars

were financed? If a Labour government

is returned in 2015 with a programme

for restoring output and employment

it will have no difficulty in

finding the money. Labour needs to

stop pandering to public prejudice, and

become the Party of full employment.’

(Michael Kennedy, Former economic

adviser at the Treasury and British embassy,

Washington, Guardian 24/1/12).

‘Thank heavens for the bonus culture

that enables UK banks to recruit top

people. Imagine what a shambles they

would be if they were run and staffed

by greedy unprincipled muppets.’

(David Guest, Guardian 29/6/12).

‘One former executive described how

Apple relied upon a Chinese factory

to revamp iPhone manufacturing just

weeks before the device was due on the

shelves. A foreman roused 8,000 workers

inside the company’s dormitories.

Each employee was given a biscuit and

a cup of tea and within half an hour

started a 12-hour shift fitting glass

screens into bevelled frames.’

(Network to Get Products Made, The

New York Times 29/1/12).
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justice, public investment, high quality services

and employment, universal provision

and sustainable development. On reconstructing

the state, Whitfield bases himself

on the United Nations.

Unlike most alternative strategies, this

is well researched and although much work

needs to be done in re-developing the institutions

to ensure that any possible devils in

the detail are kept minimal, with the necessary

political will, the suggestions offered

here are practicable. We need to take up

these strategies and run with them. Another

world is possible!
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