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Socialist Enterprise: 
Reclaiming the 
Economy 
Diana Gilhespy and others 
New SocUJlist/SpokesmanBooluJ Lon
don,l986 
ISBN 0 85124 470 X £6.75 Pbk 

This is a deeply felt book with an 
important theme: the need for much 
greater democratic control over our 
economy. The authors assert that a 
socialist programme for economic 
regeneration must be based in a true 
redistribution of economic power 
within industry, the state and 
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society. With a foreword by Larry 
Whitty, the book is a sort of 
manifesto addressed to the Labour 
Party and the labour movement by a 
group of socialists all deeply commit
ted to it. 

The five authors include one 
woman, a feminist, and evidence of 
feminist influence on the conception 
of the economy and economic policy 
recurs throughout the book. The 
introduction argues for the impor
tance of the 'unpaid sector' and of 
the internal organization of the 
state for economic policy. The chap
ters on 'strategic planning' and 
democracy in industry propose the 
use of training, childcare provision 
by the state, legislation to increase 
the rights of part timers and 
homeworkers, and 'contract com
pliance' policies (whereby the state 
uses its power as purchaser to 
pressure private firms) to improve 
job opportunities and conditions for 
women. The chapter on the state 
uses childcare as its example of 
popular participation. The final 
chapter - though sadly called 
'Beyond Production' - does demons
trate the importance of unpaid 
production to the economy. And one 
of the case studies is of the textile 
and clothing industry where women 
workers predominate at least in the 
lower-paid jobs. 

And yet, the book left me deeply 
dissatisfied, feeling that it does not 



give us even a starting point for 
trying to create, through state 
policy, an economy more responsive 
to the needs of working women. The 
reasons for this failure lie, I think, in 
problems with the general approach 
to economic planning and economic 
change which the book puts forward 
- an approach which does not allow 
it to come to grips with the needs of 
women. 

The authors see the state as the 
main engine of economic regenera
tion: 'In the short term the exercise 
of government power must play the 
major role .. .'; in the longer term, 
'government power must be used in 
an enabling capacity, devolving eco
nomic power, and giving people 
themselves an ever larger role' 
(p.l48). However, when they come 
to argue through this case in detail, 
two related problems emerge. The 
book does not address the issue of 
the conflicts inherent in creating 
new forms of democratic control over 
economic institutions; and it does 
not address the political process 
whereby our culture and institu
tions are to be changed so radically 
that people, and especially women, 
could and would take up and develop 
such control in their own interests. 
As a result it gives no real impres
sion of the scale of change involved, 
and the difficulty in getting there 
from here. 

The book contains discussion of a 
number of cases in which people 
have tried to take more control over 
their economic lives. From the Lucas 
Plan (the trade union plan for new 
and more socially useful products to 
be produced by Lucas Aerospace), 
through the Kirkby co-operative, to 
'popular planning' of childcare in 
Tory Wandsworth, they are largely 
examples of creative struggle and 
failure. Based in these examples, 
and in the economic policies of some 
local authorities, the book goes on to 
assert that with state intervention 
to force strategic planning in indus
try, and structures giving trade 
unions and consumers more influ
ence over public and private sectors, 
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such energies can be directed to 
developing a more responsive state 
and a private industry which is both 
more efficient and a better employer 
for all its workers. 

But the argument for the need for 
democracy and the way it can be 
developed is not specific enough. It 
contains too little detail of aims and 
means, too few examples and argu
ments about how increased control 
from below might really work, why 
it might improve private sector 
investment rates and product de
sign, what the costs might be to 
working people who so participated, 
and what would be the problems to 
be overcome. As a result the book is 
not convincing - and is also a hard 
read, with too many general state
ments, too many descriptions of 
tripartite (union-management
government) management boards 
which seem, for all the good inten
tions, too like old failed models, and 
too little to catch the imagination or 
convince. 

For the examples the authors cite 
of those heroic and energy
consuming efforts at pressure and 
participation contain (as the authors 
recognize) other lessons than those 
of effort thwarted by an unsym
pathetic state. They contain, too, 
evidence of the contradictions and 
resistance set up when one element 
within the state (a progressive local 
authority Labour group, Tony Benn 
as the Secretary of State for Indus
try) tries to support and encourage 
participation. Resistance to change 
develops within the state and from 
private and public employers. Con
tradictions develop between the 
aims of the politicians and the staff 
they hire and the demands of those 
they try to 'empower'. And contra
dictions develop between one par
ticular set of aims - of improving the 
conditions and the economic power 
of those with the least power of all -
and the typical effect of democratiza
tion, which is to give more influence 
to those with the greatest immediate 
capacity to exercise it. 

This book neither deals with these 
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central contradictions, nor discusses 
how to overcome them. In their 
commitment to a 'collective 
approach at all levels' (p.13) the 
authors skip over the divisions that 
have to be overcome to create that 
collectivity. In their anxiety to 
appear reasonable, they put all sides 
of a question, and leave the contra
dictions unresolved. 

The consequences of this impreci
sion, and of anxiety to put forward 
policies within the established para
meters of labour movement discus
sion while proposing to move beyond 
them, are serious. Thus the authors, 
in arguing for women's rights at 
work, propose that: 'Women through 
their trade unions should press for 
demands which would permit child
care and other domestic responsibili
ties to be shared' (p.104). But 
women have so pressed, alas, for 
years. On how to strengthen 
women's role in setting the terms of 
bargaining - on the whole thorny 
issue of whether the state should 
intervene to strengthen the position 
of women within and across unions
the authors are silent. In discussing 
'popular planning' they simply leave 
unexplored the relation of such 
activities to the decisions made by 
the state. Yet feminists have been 
eloquent on the difficulty, for exam
ple, of having any real influence 
over the decisions of the Livingstone 
GLC. The authors recognize, but fail 
to examine, the tension between 
government action to plan and 
government action to create the 
power of workers to plan. In the 
discussion of domestic labour, they 
assert its importance, but offer no 
discussion of how caring workers at 
home might be given more power 
and resources. And the discussion of 
management of the public sector is 
based on the very tripartite struc
tures which so notoriously leave 
women unrepresented. As a result, 
the authors never really come to 
grips with, or even return to, that 
'economic power of men as against 
women' which they recognize in the 
introduction as important to 'redis-

tribute'. 
From the failures to address 

contradictions follow the absences in 
the book. There is no discussion of 
the sexual division of labour, its 
influence on the organization of 
work in public or private sectors, 
and state policies to tackle it within 
the state. And there is virtually no 
mention of race, that other great 
division in relative economic power 
and powerlessness. There is there
fore no discussion of racism by and 
within the state, of the contradic
tions which emerge when indi
viduals within the state try to 
support and give power to Black 
organizations, or of the specific 
needs of Black women and what 
might be involved in creating state 
policies to help them to obtain more 
power over their economic lives. 

As a result of these failures, the 
discussion of the state itself, though 
welcome, is thin. And the scale of 
the problem of changing the state 
itself so that it might give power to 
others, including women, is serious
ly underestimated. Perhaps the 
worst illustration is the discussion of 
necessary changes in the civil ser
vice to implement changed policies. 
The book proposes only more politic
al advisors 'to keep a close scrutiny' 
(p.157) on the civil servants. But 
this will not work. At the very least 
you need new hiring practices, new 
job descriptions, new work organiza
tion. The authors implicitly recog
nize the inadequacy of their propo
sals by stating that this is all the 
public sector unions will accept. 

And there, I suppose, you have the 
rub. The trade unions are an 
essential and central part of any 
struggle to democratize and open up 
the state sector, let alone to use the 
weight of the state to change the 
private sector. But their current 
structure and interests - perhaps 
especially in the white-collar unions 
-can also be a block on efforts which 
challenge both existing hierarchies 
among working people and existing 
relations between unions, employers 
and the state. It is difficult- for good 



reason - for people writing from 
within the unions and the Labour 
Party to argue clearly for overturn
ing those old hierarchies and rela
tions. But unleBB they are over
turned, unleBB a very serious effort 
is made to create state institutions 
committed to strengthening those 
with least power and increasing 
their capacity to force the state to 
act in their interest, then all the 
'popular planning' in the world will 

The Progress of 
Romance: The Politics 
of Popular Fiction 
Jean Radford (Ed) 
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The eBBBYB in The Progress of 
Romance arose from the first of a 
series of History Workshop confer
ences aiming to develop and histori
cize contemporary analyses of popu
lar fiction. No longer seen as the 
despised repository of a false femi
nine consciousneBB, nor the product 
of a maBB culture machine that 
duped a paBBive set of readers, 
romantic fiction has become one 
important locus for those discussions 
of the limitations and possibilities of 
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only reinforce old hierarchies and 
reproduce old oppressions in new 
'participatory' forms. This is a wel
come book, for its basic theme and 
its commitment, at least, to includ
ing women in 'the people'. But it is a 
long way from facing up to the 
choices and conflicts involved in 
really giving more economic power 
to women. 

Maureen Mackintosh 

popular cultural forms that have 
proliferated over the last ten years. 
These are debates which have 
attempted to · analyse the often 
contradictory relationship between 
text, reader, cultural institution and 
historical moment; which have 
argued that popular narratives can 
work, paradoxically, both as a 
subversion and &BBimUation of domi
nant values. They have, too, de
veloped generic studies of specific 
literary modes in the context of 
psychoanalytic analysis of fantasy in 
order to explore the embroiled 
correspondences between reading 
and the construction of femininity -
a femininity that the reading of 
romance narratives often needs to 
question in order to reaffirm, and a 
reading that does not always involve 
a straightforward identification with 
an unambiguous heroine. The Prog
ress of Romance draws on a range of 
different approaches to explore the 
historical development of romance 
as a genre that is easy to recognize 
but hard to pin down, and as a 
literary form which is itself per
ceived equivocally, both as a genre 
and as a more vaguely defined mode 
of writing set in opposition to 
'realism' (an equally problematic 
term). And this, as Jean Radford 
suggests in her Introduction to the 
collection, opens up a can of worms, 
not only about how to approach the 
historical development of a genre 
without seeing it as a seamless 
tradition that has some eBBential 
core of meaning that is simply 
transmuted, as it were, into diffe
rent historical registers, but also 
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