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Introduction

This book focuses on two key relationships: that between housing
policy and social policy, and that between the provision of housing
and the provision of other welfare services such as the health service,
the education system, the personal social services and the social
security system. Our concern is on the one hand with the role of
housing policy as social policy —that is, with the extent to which
housing policy is oriented towards meeting social needs; on the other
hand we are concerned with the extent to which housing as a welfare
service has a bearing on the provision of other social services.

There has always been some debate as to whether housing policy
should be considered to be part of social policy; social policy texts
often give housing issues only cursory teatment, or exclude them
altogether. Likewise, housing studies often neglect the social aspects
of housing, or at least fail to place discussions about housing policy
or provision in the general context of debates on social policy. This
book is an attempt to address both of these areas of scholarship, by
exploring trends in the provision of shelter and welfare in modern
Britain.

It is true that because of the large element of private provision and
consumption in housing, this facet of social welfare does not fit
easily into the model of state-provided social services followed by
the health and personal social services. Moreover, substantial ele-
ments of housing policy seem geared to economic or environmental
rather than specifically social policy objectives, and these other
concerns frequently dominate political and public debate. This
apparent divergence of social policy from housing policy has tended
to be reflected in the intellectual division of labour, and this has
produced gaps in our understanding of how these fields relate to one

ixX



x Introduction

another at the levels of teaching, research and practice. The aims of
this book are therefore to redress an imbalance in the literature
available to students and practitioners, by concentrating on the
social elements of housing policy and on the (actual and potential)
relationships between the housing system and other social services.

Our starting point is a definition of social policy which clearly
includes housing. By social policy we mean those areas of consump-
tion in which the state plays a central role, either by regulating the
provision of services, underwriting the cost of their provision, or
providing goods and services in kind (see Hill and Bramley, 1986, for
a discussion of alternatives). This definition is not uncontroversial,
but it does provide a useful starting point for our discussions. In
particular, it draws attention to the different mechanisms for state
intervention, by including the three divisions of welfare (social, fiscal
and occupational) identified by Titmuss (1956), and in consequence
by including the state subsidisation of market provision (through,
for example, tax relief on mortgage interest payments) as well as the
direct provision of state services (through, for example, the provi-
sion of council housing). This definition places housing alongside a
range of other social services without masking its unique features,
but also without denying its status as, partly at least, an arm of the
welfare state.

We also require a conceptualisation of housing policy in order to
proceed. It could be argued that housing policy as such does not
exist — that strategies which affect the quality, quantity, price and
location of homes are simply the housing element of economic
management. On the other hand, the regulation and manipulation
of the housing stock has many aims apart from those of macroeco-
nomic policy. We therefore regard housing policy as any form of
intervention in housing production, distribution or consumption
that affects the location, character and availability of homes, or the
rights associated with housing occupancy —irrespective of the
ownership of property, land, or the means of production.

The connections between social policy and housing policy thus
defined are complex and difficult to unravel. It is not possible to
offer a simple definition of the relationship between the two; rather
the following chapters are explorations of this relationship and of
the outcomes in terms of policy and different forms of provision
which flow from it.

Throughout this book, we shall concentrate on identifying and
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analysing the social elements of housing provision (those areas of
housing and welfare policy impinging on the social objectives of the
housing system). This focus necessarily involves consideration of the
relationship between housing and other social services, if only
because the production, allocation and consumption of housing is
affected by, and has consequences for, other areas of social policy.
These interactions often involve several agencies, including different
central and local government departments as well as voluntary
organisations and the private sector. For example, the recent growth
in the number of homeless households, which makes increasing
demands on bed and breakfast accommodation, has important
implications for area health authorities, local authority social ser-
vices, education, environmental health and housing departments,
and for the private and voluntary sectors. Such interactions also
reveal important interdependencies between policy measures in that
the ‘successful’ implementation of a given strategy in one policy area
may well depend upon the efficacy of changes or adjustments made
elsewhere in the system. For example, the implementation of the
care in the community policy for mentally ill people has required the
co-operation of a range of agencies able to provide accommodation
for patients discharged from long-stay residential institutions.

Such interactions between agencies and policies are a major focus
of this book. By exploring them, we are able not only to offer
insights into the power structure of democratic capitalism, but also
to make suggestions as to how housing provision might work
towards a more just society in the future. We begin in Chapter 1 by
outlining the theoretical and conceptual framework in which our
discussions are set. We review a range of competing theoretical
interpretations of the place of social policy in modern liberal
democracy, and argue that the most plausible of these derives from
the notion of ‘dual politics’ as discussed by Cawson (1986) and
Saunders (1986a). A reasoned understanding of what this means for
the analysis and implementation of social policy is essential for a full
appreciation of the argument which binds the text as a whole.
However, practitioners concerned primarily with the ‘nuts and bolts’
of policy and practice in the areas of housing disadvantage, housing
benefits, housing for the homeless, and provision for older people or
people with learning difficulties, might be forgiven for reading this
selectively, or leaving it until last and proceeding directly to the
chapters which interest them.



xii  Introduction

Chapter 2 moves on to provide an account of the social aims of
housing policy. These aims have varied in extent and orientation
throughout the present century. To help the reader understand these
changes, we introduce two contrasting models of social policy —a
market model which suggests social aims are best pursued with a
minimum of state intervention in a market economy; and a social
democratic model, which argues that state intervention is required
to secure a just distribution of the various rights of citizenship.

Treating these models as ‘ideal types’, we show how different
views of housing—as environmental management, as a right of
citizenship, and as a marketed commodity —have been variously
aligned with one rather than the other at different points in time.
Nevertheless, during the 1980s, we note a marked shift in all three
areas of housing policy towards the market model. This is partly
related to the dwindling power of representative democracy, which
Offe (1984) associates with the penetration of corporate bargaining
and with the bias which this has towards the interests of capital. The
rest of the book considers the implications of these shifts for the
implementation and effectiveness of housing and other social ser-
vices.

Chapter 3 explores the changing role of housing in relation to one
of the traditional aims of social policy — the alleviation of disadvan-
tage. After examining some conceptual and definitional problems
associated with this notion, we go on to illustrate how disadvantage
is both expressed in, and constructed by, housing policies and their
implementation. On the one hand, therefore, we show how racism,
gender and class inequalities are reproduced by the apportionment
of housing of different quality, condition, location and tenure. On
the other hand, we argue that, because housing attainment also
represents the attainment of location or neighbourhood, access to
different kinds of housing also mediates access to that wide range of
employment opportunities and social rights (to education, health
care and other welfare services) whose quality and availability partly
depends on where people live (see Pahl, 1975).

Chapter 3 recognises the extent to which the restructuring of
welfare and the restructuring of the economy are spatial as well as
economic and political processes. We stress, therefore, that the
degree of choice and constraint experienced by individuals in the
housing system has important ‘knock-on’ effects in terms of their
wider life chances and opportunities. We use this evidence to argue
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that housing systems do not merely reflect wider patterns of social
inequality, but that they can actively exacerbate such inequality and
help structure it in systematic ways. While this seems a pessimistic
observation to begin with, it is also an argument that housing is a
point at which intervention could, and perhaps should, be directed
in any attempt to interrupt the reproduction of social disadvantage.
Housing may be a key arena within society’s interlocking systems of
markets and institutions through which relative deprivation can be
tackled.

The remaining chapters consider the extent to which this has
occurred, what its achievements and limitations have been, and what
this means for the relationships between housing and social policy
more generally, now and in the future. Accordingly, Chapters 4 to 7
address some systematic areas of need that are conventionally
identified in the analysis of social policy. In housing terms, our
argument throughout the book is that the groups we examine can
best be served through innovations in mainstream policy, rather
than by (or at least in combination with) special initiatives. It may,
therefore, seem anachronistic to treat the various grouped needs
separately from the outset. We have done so for two reasons. First,
we regard this systematic treatment as the most helpful way to
organise our material to facilitate teaching and learning. Second,
and fundamentally, it reflects the way in which the dominant model
of social policy identified in Chapter 2 favours, and therefore
enhances, this systematic view of special need. This ‘traditional’
organisation of the subject matter thus also reflects the drift of
policy, capturing too the fact that where welfare professionals are
able to exert influence in corporate bargaining procedures, their
negotiations have often worked to sustain the status quo associated
with ‘special’ needs provision.

The ordering of Chapters 4 to 7 is important because it exempli-
fies our more general argument that the market model of social
policy leads to patterns of inclusion and exclusion, and to distinc-
tions between the ‘more’ or ‘less’ deserving poor, which are stigma-
tising and divisive rather than integrationist and dignifying.

It is relatively easy to see why this must be the case with means-
tested assistance with housing costs and with responses to homeless-
ness. In these areas a large pool of potential beneficiaries must be
reduced to a minimum if the overriding object is to minimise public
expenditure and free up the market. This is achieved by developing a
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fine sieve of eligibility rules and by setting a level of means-tested
benefits that discourages any notions of actively chosen long-term
dependence on this stigmatising form of state subsidy.

By contrast, in political terms, older people and those with
learning difficulties are viewed as relatively deserving groups,
excluded from the economy by age, frailty or handicap, rather than
their supposed disinclination to work. Nevertheless, their treatment
can also be stigmatising, in two main ways. The first is exemplified
with reference to the experience of housing and community care for
older people. Here, policy must cater for a relatively large, and
increasing, group of potential beneficiaries. We show that, in order
to justify policies which favour older people while bypassing another
large group like the unemployed, older individuals have to be
defined as ‘special’ in terms of a set of clearly delimited technical
needs. Although this process is invoked to include, rather than
exclude, older people from state support, we show that this can
nevertheless create demeaning stereotypes, and we speculate as to
whether the social ‘costs’ of this outweigh the benefits of what is
often fairly minimal assistance. People with learning difficulties, on
the other hand, are a smaller, more readily delimited group whose
technical needs are pre-defined (though not uncontroversially) in
medical terms. Housing and social policy both aspire to use com-
munity care as an integrative device for handicapped individuals.
Nevertheless, we present evidence to suggest that even for a group
whose special needs seem unequivocal, the main barriers to ‘norma-
lisation’ relate not to resourcing for special needs, but to the
organisation of mainstream housing and social policy.

Chapters 4 to 7 provide the empirical core of the book, and it is
worth introducing them in some detail. Chapter 4 addresses a vital
question for many areas of social policy, concerning the extent and
orientation of state intervention to affect the consumer costs of
different types of housing. This has ramifications throughout the
welfare state, not least because much of the responsibility for means-
tested assistance with housing costs now lies in the hands of the
Department of Social Security (DSS). To illustrate how this has
arisen, we examine the incremental mix of supply-side and demand-
side interventions (through price and income subsidies, respectively)
that now comprise Britain’s housing finance system. We show that,
on the whole, the housing subsidies now used tend to favour
relatively better-off households, rather than the very poor. This can
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be related to efforts to secure the predominance of market provision-
ing in housing, and it reflects the privileged place of capital interests
in corporate bargaining at the national level. These general points
are illustrated using the example of the housing benefits system.

Assistance with housing costs is important for the welfare and
well-being of a large proportion of housholds in Britain. The
organisation of such assistance makes a significant difference to who
gets what kind of housing. It also impinges on the character and
extent of homelessness, which is the topic of Chapter 5. The chapter
begins with a historical review of homelessness in Britain, illustrat-
ing how, for policy purposes, homelessness has gradually been
redefined from being a social work problem to its current status as a
concern of housing policy. In the process, however, Victorian
concepts of the deserving and undeserving poor appear to have been
retained. This is illustrated in a critique of the Housing (Homeless
Persons) Act 1977, which made official the distinction between
people with a right to rehousing (those among the ‘unintentionally’
homeless who are in priority need and, usually, have a local
connection), and others (including the hidden homeless, some
immigrant groups and a variety of single people and childless
couples) who do not.

Chapter 5 monitors the steady increase in both official and
unofficial homelessness observed in the last decade. This is creating
an unprecedented burden not only on a diminishing stock of public
housing, but also on other social services. Using the example of DSS
board and lodging payments, we show how the government’s
response to homelessness appears to have undermined rather than
enhanced the prospects for homeless people to gain access to
permanent homes. The process of catering to the needs of the poor
and homeless can usefully be contrasted with approaches to housing
older people and people with learning difficulties.

Chapters 6 and 7 are both concerned with the controversial notion
of community care. Chapter 6 provides a general overview of this set
of policies and applies them to the case of people with learning
difficulties. It is evident that the development of community care
gives the housing system generally, and public housing in particular,
a central role in the process of deinstitutionalisation that has
become popular in Britain and other Western nations over the last
fifteen years. However, the account in Chapter 6 identifies a para-
doxical process whereby attempts to move away from special,
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institutional provision for people with learning difficulties in social
service terms has, because of the way community care is imple-
mented, constructed ‘mental handicap’ as a special need in housing
terms.

Reflecting the pervasiveness of this process, the main body of
Chapter 6 assesses the achievements in special housing provision for
people with learning difficulties, even though its accommodation still
has only one-twentieth of the capacity of long-stay institutions. We
provide a critique of the types of provision available, and of its
planning, financing and management. We show that this is an
example of care in, rather than care by, the community, in that the
primary caring services associated with particular schemes are
provided by paid professionals. For various reasons, this has
allowed housing management to take a marginal role in the whole
package of community care. The consequences for people with
learning difficulties of the routine application of inflexible, imper-
sonal, standardised procedures draws attention to a more general
failure within housing management to cater to individual needs,
including the individual needs of tenants with learning difficulties.

Concern about the inflexibility of the housing system in its
contribution to community care leads us to conclude with a com-
mentary on the circumstances of people with learning difficulties
living outside either institutional care or special housing schemes.
Here we are concerned as much with care by the community —
provided by family, friends and neighbours-—as with care in the
community. We expose the family and gender bias in the burden of
care, and link the inadequacy of state support for the informal
caring role to inequalities in bargaining power between organised
professionals and the caring public over the issue of welfare re-
sources.

In exploring care by the community, we identify some organisa-
tional problems in linking housing with other service provision.
Fundamentally, however, we locate many of the problems facing
both people with learning difficulties and their carers in the
direction of mainstream policy itself. Such policy is not flexible
enough to respond to the more general difficulties of low incomes,
the problems of repair and maintenance, and the space requirements
that are variously experienced by the people with learning difficul-
ties, but which also beset many other households. As a consequence,
there remains an irresoluble tension between the concept of ‘norma-
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lisation’, which seeks proper integration of people with learning
difficulties into society at large, and the limited ‘special needs’
provision which is all the housing system can offer as a means of
achieving this.

Some of the same issues arise in Chapter 7, which scrutinises the
integration of housing with social policy that arises with the
provision of community care for older people. This trend, too, is
part of the process of deinstitutionalisation, and it is epitomised in
the development of sheltered housing. During the 1970s, this pack-
age of housing and social support became the hallmark of com-
munity care for older people. Reviewing the implementation,
management and effects of this kind of provision, we identify some
of its most important achievements. But we also show why this
package could not become the panacea for the housing and support
needs of older people that was once envisaged. Moreover, the vast
majority of older people are not housed in sheltered complexes, and
the over-concentration of resources into this sector may be wasteful
and ineffective when viewed in the context of the general needs of
older individuals throughout the population.

Recognising this, Chapter 7 devotes considerable space to initia-
tives in housing and special care for older people in other residential
contexts. As far as housing is concerned, we examine designated
housing in the public sector (amenity housing), care and repair
schemes for owner-occupiers, and private retirement homes. As
regards the provision of special care, we assess developments in
domiciliary care and the increase in community alarm systems.
Given the size of the older population and the wealth that many
have stored in their homes, we pay particular attention in this
chapter to the potential for harnessing the market (as distinct from
intervening in it) to achieve social goals.

To summarise, Chapters 4 to 7 examine four areas of housing
need, selected for their helpfulness in exemplifying the range of
actual, potential and desirable links both between housing and
social policy more generally, and between the provision of housing
and the delivery of other welfare services. We identify many areas of
progress and achievement, and also some important limiting factors.
In part, these are rooted in the power structure of society and in the
particular set of normative guidelines which now dominate welfare
provision. But they are also rooted in a (not unrelated) range of
bureaucratic and organisational concerns linked to the pragmatic
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problems associated with service delivery and planning. This is the
theme of Chapter 8.

Chapter 8 explores the role of housing management and considers
the potential for service integration. The quest for integration has
been a goal of social policy for at least a quarter of a century, and we
consider its importance in the context of recent trends in public
rented housing. We draw attention to the processes of centralisation
of decision-making and fiscal control and (in recent years) of the
decentralisation and fragmentation of management. To illustrate
the social consequences of these trends, we review in some detail the
history of housing management and its links with other social
services.

Our review exposes the extent to which public housing is being
pushed towards an exclusively welfare role, and so highlights the
increasing need for housing management to achieve integration with
a range of other social services. We therefore examine the scope for
strategic, operational and ad hoc case co-ordination along these
lines. Where difficulties arise, they relate partly to the differing
organisational norms of the various services. We also consider how
far such difficulties reflect the problems of meaningful planning at a
local level in a political context in which financial decisions are
increasingly centralised.

Our final chapter aims to do more than summarise the findings of
individual chapters. Rather, we attempt to draw from these the
evidence required, first, to re-evaluate the dual politics interpre-
tation of society and, second, to assess the strengths and weaknesses
of the models of state intervention introduced in Chapter 2. We pay
particular attention to the scope offered by housing provision to
create opportunities for residents to participate in key decision-
making processes, and so to re-activate the democratic process
which is always threatened by the development of a corporate state.
We conclude, therefore, by proposing what housing as social policy
could look like in a society which places as much emphasis on
individuals’ social, civil and political rights as on their right to
participate in the economy and to accumulate wealth.
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Exploring Social Policy

Any account of housing as social policy must employ some kind of
theoretical framework or lens through which to examine the subject
matter. If this framework is not made explicit, and drawn upon
consciously, it will remain tacit and may cause confusion. Before
beginning our analysis, therefore, we examine a range of competing
theoretical interpretations of the place of social policy in capitalist
society. That is, we look at some different sets of beliefs about the
power structure of modern liberal democracies and at the place of
social policy within it.

No short review can offer a comprehensive account of the rich
variety of interpretations of liberal democracy in the capitalist
world. Dunleavy and O’Leary (1987) summarise some of the key
approaches, but we focus on just three perspectives which have
made a particularly useful and vigorous contribution to the social
policy literature (and which are discussed in more detail in standard
texts such as those by Mishra, 1977, and Taylor-Gooby and Dale,
1981). These perspectives are: (a) pluralism, which embraces the so-
called ‘social administration’ tradition and also, to an extent,
accommodates the neo-libertarian critique of the welfare state; (b)
neo-marxism; and (c) corporatism.

These approaches are not entirely discrete bodies of thought, but,
grouped in this way, they do differ on a number of fundamental
points concerning the scope for, motivation behind, and conse-
quences of, state intervention. None of them can be said to provide a
true interpretation of reality (though more than one might appear to
claim this for itself). Each must be regarded as open to logical
refutation or modification in the light of developments in society
and in our understanding of it. Nevertheless, it must also be
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recognised that these perspectives ask different questions and pursue
different issues. They advance distinctive sets of interests, and they
carry implicitly differing political prescriptions. To an extent, there-
fore, to claim that one is more authentic than another will often be
as much a statement of political belief as it is a claim to empirical
validity.

Fully aware of this, and having scrutinised all three approaches,
we go on to adopt a fourth, preferred, perspective — the dual politics
thesis — to inform our subsequent discussion. We adopt this frame-
work not because we are convinced that it is unequivocally ‘right’,
but because it combines some strengths and minimises some obvious
weaknesses of the other traditions, and because we believe it to offer
the most plausible starting point for our own inquiry into the utility
of housing as social policy.

Pluralism

Pluralism is founded on the premise that modern liberal democracies
‘remain basically if inadequately directed towards the satisfaction of
ordinary people’s wishes’ (Dunleavy and O’Leary, 1987, p. 284). The
guarantee that states will pursue this explicit goal, rather than any
hidden agenda, is the fragmentation and dispersion of power among
a wide range of interest groups. This precludes any marked concen-
tration of power in the hands of a political or economic elite. Society
is viewed, in short, as an amalgamation of individuals who further
their interests by participating in a range of cross-cutting groups,
none of whose demands need go unheard.

Pluralists are not in full agreement concerning the role of the state
in policy formulation. Some regard the state as a neutral arbiter,
others see it as expressing a balance between competing demands
(some of which have more public support than others), while the
more sceptical regard the state as a broker, manipulating public
interests to conform with the preferences of particular groups or to
favour bureaucratic efficiency. All these views, however, regard
policy change —the growth or decline of public expenditure, the
changing tenure structure of the housing system, and so on-—as
demand-led developments. Policies are seen as the outcome of open
debate through formally established group bargaining procedures:
the product may not be optimal, but any deficiencies in policy are
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more accurately accounted for by a ‘muddle through’ rather than a
conspiracy theory.

This pluralist model of the state is often implicitly linked to some
approaches within the traditional field of social administration.
Until recently, the assumption of many working in this discipline has
been that the purpose of the welfare state is to enhance individual
well-being through a gradual process of social reform. The develop-
ment of housing policy would be seen, for instance, as a stream of
progressive legislation aiming to provide an increasing proportion of
the population with better housing services. The presuppositions of
such an approach include the following.

First, it is assumed that polyarchy (government in which power
and authority are dispersed among interest groups) is both the
reality of how modern democratic states operate and that it is the
most desirable form of government. It follows from this that any
prescriptions for change or reform will be of a type that can be
accommodated within the present set of political and economic
arrangements. The emphasis, then, is on incremental social change
and on a search for solutions to social problems that are realistic and
feasible within the existing power structure of society. This encour-
ages a pragmatic search for immediately viable solutions to pressing
social problems, but it also means that analysts may be unable to
appreciate the limits of piecemeal reform. The approach implicitly,
but firmly, attributes the failures of social policy to ‘factors which
may in future be brought under control through improved admini-
stration and budgetary management’ (Offe, 1984, p. 35). This
reasoning tends to limit any search for radical or more innovative
solutions to social problems.

A second presupposition of the pluralist perspective is that within
modern states there is a broad social consensus concerning the aims
and objectives for social reform (this assumption is discussed more
fully by Mishra, 1977). Within this agreeable climate of opinion, an
appeal to empirical ‘fact’ (the extent of poverty, the location of
disadvantage, and so on) is regarded as the basis from which policy
decisions flow. This betrays a positivistic assumption that ‘reality’ is
present in appearance (that the forces shaping social life are not
hidden or disguised) and an empiricist belief that ‘objective’ data
collection can resolve thorny social and moral debate. The conse-
quence, as Taylor-Gooby and Dale (1981) point out, is that there is
now a large literature illuminating the empirical shortcomings of the
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welfare state, but little writing from within traditional social admini-
stration that offers a critique of the welfare state itself in relation to
the operation of capitalist liberal democracies (though with the
restructuring of welfare provision during the 1980s, this is rapidly
beginning to change).

Finally, pluralist theory portrays actions, values, preferences and
needs as essentially individual, rather than group, characteristics.
While we shall argue later in this book that there is great merit in
recognising the integrity of individuals’ identities, this view has
produced some serious analytical shortcomings when adopted in
conjunction with a pluralist theory of the state. Notably, it under-
mines the authenticity of collective experience, and underestimates
the potential for collective action. This has not only diverted
attention away from class analysis, and away from the structural
roots of social problems, but it has also helped to marginalise the
relevance of patriarchy (a form of gender relations in which male
interests dominate female interests) and racism in the organisation
and implementation of social policy. Social policy, and the housing
service this embraces, is seen basically as a universalising, integrative
and unifying process. From this starting point, the social admini-
stration perspective has often found it hard to accommodate the
possibility that such policy could be systematically selective, divisive
and conflict-generating.

To be fair to pluralist theory, and to the practice of social
administration, many of these traditional assumptions are now
being questioned from within. Walker (1984) and Townsend (1984),
for instance, recognise some fundamental structural limits to pro-
gressive incremental reform, and Dunleavy and O’Leary (1987)
distinguish conventional pluralism from a neo-pluralism which is
now prepared to accept the overriding political importance of
business and corporate interests (a position most vociferously
advocated by Galbraith, 1969). Neo-pluralism operates with an
image of the state that may therefore be regarded as one of
‘deformed’ polyarchy, in which government is divided between the
economic interests of large corporations and the more diverse range
of needs advanced by interest groups, the electorate and the mass
media. This concession does not, however, imply a belief that
politics and social life are dictated by economic interests. It is only
the business community whose prime concern is to maintain a
capitalist economy by influencing public demand and certain aspects
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of economic management. Elsewhere, there is assumed to have been
a shift away from class-based politics in favour of a wide variety of
power struggles; these are epitomised by the growth of environmen-
talism, animal rights groups, the growth of nationalism and femin-
ism, and a so-called ‘resurgence of ethnicity’ in the Western world.
Thus neo-pluralism remains committed to the notion of a power-
sharing polyarchy and to multi-casual explanations of policy
change.

From this neo-pluralist perspective, the fragmentation and disper-
sion of political power that is taken as the hallmark of a working
democracy is expected to be achieved partly through the professio-
nalisation of occupational groups (including, for example, housing
managers). The development of codes of practice and a capacity for
self-regulation allows the professions to be ‘incorporated’ into
government, where they are given wide discretionary powers over
policy development and service delivery (see Dunleavy and O’Leary,
1987, pp. 271-318). This is not only seen as beneficial in spreading
political power widely within society, but it is again regarded as a
product of public demand. In the modern state the public is thought
to place more faith in trained professionals than in politicians to
develop the detail of policy in their specialist field.

The problems caused for consumers by the professionalisation of
social and housing services tend to be underplayed by neo-pluralism,
and in our view this is one of the theory’s major shortcomings.

Despite substantially modifying the traditional pluralist assump-
tions, neo-pluralism retains its faith in democratic decision-making
processes, in the altruistic underpinnings of social policy, and in
multi-casual explanations of political and social life. Most crucially,
while recognising the increasing importance of business interests in
determining policy change, it is a perspective which views class
relationships as decreasingly relevant to the political process in post-
industrial economies. In summary, the pluralist approach sees
housing policy as the product of democratic bargaining procedures
between different interest groups with power dispersed relatively
widely. Therefore, changes in the housing system such as the growth
of owner occupation are held to be the result of consumer demand
expressed through political channels. Neo-pluralism would also
place emphasis on the influence of professionals and other state
bureaucrats in policy formulation. Nevertheless, pluralist theories of
housing provision have popularised the view that housing policy is a
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relatively straightforward response to the needs of consumers. Yet
as Ball (1983) and others have shown, not all housing policy can be
explained in this way. Changes in housing provision, for instance,
are driven, even in the public sector, by powerful corporate and
business interests. Furthermore, housing policy is determined at
least in part by its relationship to the economy as a whole. To gain
some insight into these processes it is necessary to look at a second
approach to the interpretation of society and social policy, which
draws on the classical social theories of Karl Marx.

Neo-marxism

An alternative paradigm, which gained particular prominence from
the mid-1970s, is a form of neo-marxism exemplified in the work of
Ginsburg (1979), Gough (1979) and Offe (1984). These authors
argue that capitalist economies are driven by class inequalities, and
that the state is required to protect and sanction ‘a set of institutions
and social relationships necessary for the domination of the capitalist
class’ (Offe, 1984, p. 120). From this perspective, key questions ask
not so much what welfare services do, or how the effectiveness of
social welfare can be increased, but focus rather on the role of social
policy in the reproduction of class inequality. (For marxism, this in
turn helps explain why, despite the many attempts to improve it, the
effects of social policy are so limited.)

Since traditional, or orthodox, marxism did not anticipate the
development of welfare states, considered marxist critiques of social
policy have only emerged in the last few decades. It is worth noting,
moreover, that within this framework, social policy has rarely been
linked with the structures of racism or patriarchy. Marxism’s
preoccupation has been with wealth-related inequalities in the
process of production and consumption, and other facets of social
stratification have tended to be marginalised by analyses of class
structure.

Fundamentally, the marxist would argue that social policy is not
the product of enlightened altruism: it is, instead, a fundamental
prerequisite for the survival of democratic capitalism. It is required
to ensure both the reproduction of labour power (i.e. to ensure that a
healthy labour force is available) and to secure the legitimacy of the
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state in the eyes of the working class. Legitimation is an attempt to
justify, hide, or seek acceptance for the social inequalities generated
by capitalism, and for the forms of social control required to contain
mass resistance to such inequalities. Social policy cannot, therefore,
be interpreted simply as a demand-led process effected through
representative politics as envisaged by the pluralists. Policy direction
depends primarily upon the revenues derived from the accumulation
process and not upon the voting preferences of the general electorate
(Offe, 1984, p. 121). Indeed, from a marxist perspective, the rise of
formal democracy, which itself allowed the working classes to claim
social policy concessions, is not regarded as the harbinger of a
fundamental change in class relations. It is seen, rather, as a way of
extending the influence of the well-off by assigning the least powerful
to a permanent position of political as well as economic subordina-
tion (see Hall, 1984).

Miliband (1977) has identified three reasons why, in capitalist
societies, the democratic state —with an electorate dominated by
wage-workers — acts in the long-term interests of capital rather than
labour. These reasons help explain why, above a particular mini-
mum (i.e. that gauged necessary to sustain the workforce physically
and to win its support ideologically) the state under democratic
capitalism will always aim to limit rather than expand welfare
expenditure. They explain, then, why social policy and housing
provision may tend to be residual and divisive rather than universal
and integrative. Miliband argues, first, that in market-based democ-
racies the state is structurally bound by the requirements of capital
accumulation (i.e. the making of profit) because this process is what
provides the tax base from which state expenditures are financed. In
housing terms a profitable housing market therefore takes priority
over a just housing service. Second, he claims that in order to secure
the conditions for reproducing this tax-base, there must be a class
bias in recruitment to key positions in state administration. This bias
in turn ensures that key state institutions operate in ways that
sustain the interests of capital, and work to the advantage of the
better-off rather than the most needy. Thus, for example, we see
that, within the public sector, better-off tenants gain preferential
access to the better parts of the stock (Clapham and Kintrea, 1986),
and within the private sector, tax advantages benefit higher-income
owners more than low-income groups (Ermisch, 1984). Overall,
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processes favouring capital accumulation and market provisioning
tend to take priority over ideals like egalitarianism or the redistribu-
tion of wealth, thus securing the conditions for capitalism (and the
capitalist state) to thrive. This, in turn, is reflected in the restricted
financing and selective targeting of social policy.

This leaves the question of why social policy exists at all if the
marxist interpretation is correct. One reason commonly advanced is
itself rooted in the observation that in order to retain power,
politicians in capitalist democracies must maintain the process of
capital accumulation. Because capitalism is basically an exploitative
system, as well as securing the conditions for capital accumulation,
governments must maintain public order and they must find ways of
securing the popular legitimacy of economic policies and (increas-
ingly) of repressive forms of social control. For neo-marxist ana-
lysts, social policy is one of these legitimising mechanisms. For
example, this reasoning might explain the origins and growth of
council housing which was, in the post-war years, helpful to
capitalism in aiding the reproduction of labour. That is, by provid-
ing subsidised shelter, the state contributed to the health and well-
being of wage workers whose labour was required to reconstruct the
economy. At a symbolic level, the provision of council housing can
also be interpreted as a concession granted by the capitalist class
to deflect working-class demands for a more fundamental change in
the system of production. Offe (1984, p. 98) therefore regards
social policy as a ‘strategy for incorporating labour power into the
wage-labour relation’, while Gough (1979, pp. 44-5) describes the
welfare state as ‘the use of state power to modify the reproduction
of labour power and to maintain the non-working population
in capitalist societies’. This leads to the paradox discussed by
O’Connor (1973) whereby industrial democracies can afford
neither to maintain an adequate level of welfare provision, nor to
do without it!

On the other hand, it cannot be denied that workers’ own
demands provide significant impetus for the development of the
welfare services, and in this sense social policy is also important to
marxist analysis as an example of concessions won through co-
ordinated class action. Paradoxically, therefore, social policy in
capitalist societies can be seen both as necessary for the survival of
the capitalist class and as an index of the ‘success’ of class struggle.
Social policy must be analysed as both ‘an instrument in the hands
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of the capitalist ruling class’ and as ‘a little island of socialism
created by the working class in the sea of capitalist society’ (Hindess,
1987, pp. 100-1). In housing terms, then, we must recognise that the
development of council housing was, despite its utility for capita-
lism, also a real gain for the working classes. Whatever role council
housing eventually took on, it was a product of working-class
struggle, and its relevance and importance to the working-class
public cannot be denied.

This view that social policy does not merely support capitalism,
but is also a threat to class inequality and to the class system which
generates it, has been developed by a number of authors. Offe
(1984), for instance, argues that this threat to capitalism is com-
pounded by the flourishing of welfare states which lead to the
growth of administrative and professional employment. The inter-
ests of these groups may be advanced less by capital accumulation
than by the maintenance of power within the welfare sector. In other
words, the interest of professionals and administrators is in main-
taining a particular form of social policy, to some extent irrespective
of the desirability of this from an economic point of view. However,
in adapting marxist theory to take account of such interests, it is
necessary to move to our third set of interpretations of the power
structure of modern liberal democracy — those rooted in the rise of
corporate bargaining.

Corporatism

Corporatism is a body of thought which emerged during the mid-
1970s as an attempt to account for the political power won (and
conceded) by heads of industry and trade union leaders in their
direct negotiations with government (see Grant, 1985). The hall-
mark of corporatism, however, is not unionisation or the organisa-
tion of business interests, but rather the circumvention of formal
democratic processes with a system that depends increasingly on
informal and publicly inaccessible negotiations between the repre-
sentatives of state and the elites of powerful social interest groups.
Corporatist states are therefore characterised by ‘para-parliamen-
tary, non-public, informal and poorly legitimised forms of resolving
issues’ (Offe, 1984, p. 70). They succeed not because they are
sensitive to the demands of the electorate, but because they are able
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to strike bargains with the elite representatives of tightly organised
interest groups whose role is important to the process of capital
accumulation or state legitimation and who are therefore relatively
powerful. Additionally, corporatist states may be seen as successful
because, by the very fact of bypassing normal democratic and
bureaucratic procedures, they are able to respond quickly (if not
necessarily effectively) to rapid economic and technical change.

The label of corporatism is used to describe a variety of power-
sharing arrangements, and the place of social policy varies consider-
ably between these. We focus on the two most common forms (and
their variants), which may broadly be described as ‘liberal’ and
‘marxist’ in orientation.

Liberal corporatism is a further extension of the neo-pluralist
position introduced above, and there are points of overlap between
writers in the two traditions. Advocates of this approach argue that,
side by side with conventional representative government, a system
of bargaining has developed in which the state grants certain
corporate groups a de facto monopoly in representing particular
social interests. In one of the most influential contributions to this
literature, Schmitter (1974, pp. 93—4) has defined corporatism as a
system of interest mediation in which a limited number of monopo-
listic, functionally differentiated and hierarchically ordered organi-
sations are recognised or licensed by the state as having a representa-
tive monopoly over certain groups’ interests.

This ‘licensing’ is granted only in return for assurances that
privileged organisations will maintain certain controls over the
actions and behaviours of their members. The state is, in this sense,
both the arbiter and mediator of decisions made by society’s major
functional elites (business, labour and agriculture). Having played a
key role in deciding who is represented, and under what conditions,
the state is expected to have no enduring bias towards the interests
of any one of them, although the state is regarded as having a power
and influence of its own in the bargaining arena. This interpretation
differs from that offered by pluralism, according to which any
number of interest groups compete for power on the understanding
that none has a monopoly on representing their membership, and
that none is specially favoured, licensed or subsidised by the state.
Under corporatism, the success of corporate groups in securing
power depends on the mediating role of the state; under neo-
pluralism, success is a function of financing, leadership and member-
ship.
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The question of which, and how many, corporate groups gain
access to how much power is, according to the liberal version of
corporatism, open to empirical assessment. The definitive element is,
according to Cawson (1986), not which groups are represented, but
the fact that the state plays a part in their negotiations (as well as in
setting the ‘rules’ that admit them to the bargaining arena). With
this proviso, any set of functional interests may participate, in
theory, providing they have a capacity for self-regulation and hold
out the possibility of securing negotiated agreements with which
their membership will co-operate. Thus, although much of the
literature on corporatism has focused on industrial policy, alighting
particularly on the tripartite negotiations between the government,
CBI and the TUC over incomes policy (see Middlemas, 1979),
Cawson (1982) and others have argued that corporatist bargaining
also takes place in the sphere of social policy (see, for example, some
of the papers collected by Harrison, 1984). In housing, therefore, we
might want to consider both the corporate influence of managers
and workers in the housing production industry, and that exerted by
housing professionals through, for instance, the Institute of Hous-
ing.

The corporate influences with a bearing on social policy are
therefore different from those active in industrial bargaining. The
most significant are ‘the professions (e.g. medicine) and the quasi
professions (e.g. social work) as well as the public sector trade
unions (e.g. the Confederation of Health Service Employees)’ (Caw-
son, 1982, p. 44). Although the extent of corporatist forms of
interest intermediation within social policy has been disputed (com-
pare the interpretations of Cawson, 1982; and Mercer, 1984), there
are grounds, from this perspective, for viewing social policy as an
area of intervention that is shaped by both business and professional
concerns. Nevertheless, consistent with the anti-democratic under-
pinnings of the corporate bargaining process, the decisions reached
may still largely ignore the interests of consumers, for the profes-
sional interests which have affected, for instance, the development of
the NHS and some areas of housing have been incorporated into the
political bargaining process — through informal consultation or for-
mal representation —in ways unavailable to service consumers. An
examination of this process has led Cawson (1982) to conclude that,
despite the variable influence of professionals between service areas
(strong in the health service, weak in housing and the personal social
services, and so on), and between different parts of the same service
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(consider the different influence on public housing provision exerted
by local authority housing departments, the Housing Corporation
and the National Federation of Housing Associations), overall,
social policy operates in the interests of service producers. In this
sense social policy is shaped by the advocates of a welfare state
whose priority is to sustain itself rather than to address the discre-
pancies between public experiences of problems and professional
constructions of them.

Like pluralism, therefore, liberal corporatism provides a demand-
led perspective on the development of social policy. However, these
demands are exerted by a corporate elite rather than by a representa-
tive democracy. The implications of this for consumers are exacer-
bated by the fact that some of those ‘professionals’ closest to them —
voluntary sector workers, welfare rights and advice workers, and so
on — are least likely to gain admission to corporate negotiations. As
they do not have a professional body or a corporate identity based
on the possession of credentials, there is no guarantee that indivi-
duals will comply with negotiated agreements. Even housing
managers (represented by the Institute of Housing) are poorly
placed to influence policy when compared, for instance, to doctors
or even teachers.

This liberal corporatist interpretation of the organisation of
society is only a partial one, however. It accounts for the role of
welfare professionals in sustaining the welfare state, but it does not
consider the impact on social policy of those corporate interests
which determine the role of welfare in sustaining industrial capita-
lism.

To address this second issue, neo-marxist interpretations of
society also increasingly recognise the significance of corporate
bargaining power. From this perspective we can begin to discern
why interest groups do not compete on even terms, and why the
power of welfare professionals is ultimately limited to shaping how
social policy works (rather than determing what social policy is).
For, during corporate negotiations, the state favours those groups
whose co-operation is most obviously required for state intervention
to be effective in sustaining the economy (Cawson, 1982, 1986).
According to this view, there are systematic differences in the
relative bargaining power of corporate groups—differences which
derive ultimately from the state’s greater dependence on the co-
operation of some rather than others in order to implement its broad
strategies of economic management and social control.
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Taking this into account, Cawson (1986) makes a useful distinc-
tion between meso- and macro-corporatism. This enables social
policy to be located in a system of bargaining that is susceptible (at a
meso level) to the corporate power of welfare professionals, and one
that is sensitive (at a macro level) to corporate pressure exerted by
the representatives of capital and labour. In housing terms, the
influence of housing managers, through professional bodies, might
be described as meso-corporatist, while the influence of housing
producers (through business interests) and of other employees
involved in housing provision (through union representation)
should be regarded in terms of macro-corporatism.

Meso-corporatism may be understood in terms of bargaining
organised around ‘sectoral’ interests. Here, many of the broad
arguments of liberal corporatism apply. Sectoral interests may be
organised around the credentials of a variety of occupational
groups. These groups include qualified managers (whose bargaining
power derives from organised control over the means of administra-
tion) and welfare professionals. Both are able to organise around the
possession of skill-related credentials rather than around access to
the means of production (Cawson, 1986). Thus, if our aim is simply
to analyse how social policy, including the social element of housing
policy, is organised, implemented and sustained, an assessment of
the role of professionals along the lines outlined above will be
helpful. However, it may only be by considering the bargaining
between class interests — the influence of macro-corporatism — that
the place of social policy in advanced democratic capitalist states can
fully be appreciated.

Macro-corporatism hinges on the role of the state as mediator in
negotiations between capital and labour. Because the state is central
to this process, however, such bargaining does have a bearing on
social policy. This is best accounted for by Offe (1984), who argues
that there is an inherent contradiction between capital and welfare in
that the latter aims towards the decommodification of society
(removing certain goods and services from the market and assigning
responsibility for their production and distribution to the state),
while the former is geared to profit accumulation. This contradiction
is exacerbated by the fiscal crises which develop when public
expectations of benefits and services outstrip the state’s ability to
supply them at an acceptable level of taxation. These tensions both
limit the rational development of social policy and create a situation
in which the non-accountable, elite negotiations of corporatism



14 Housing and Social Policy

prove vital, not only in securing social consensus over economic
management, but also in determining the balance between taxation
and welfare. Thus, just as the power of the professionals in meso-
corporatism tends to be insensitive to the demands of service
consumers, so the bias towards capital at the level of macro-
corporatism contributes to the effective disenfranchisement of the
working classes. In this sense, whatever perspective it is viewed from,
the rise of corporatism at best undermines, and at worst displaces,
the direct bargaining power of the electorate.

In the event, neither liberal nor marxist variants of the corporatist
thesis have been able, politically or empirically, to sustain the view
that incorporation has wholly undermined democratic processes.
There are examples where people have been sufficiently organised on
the basis of class or locality to exercise power over key decision-
making processes (see Duncan and Goodwin, 1982; Bondi, 1985).
To take this into account in conceptualising social policy, some of
the more structurally oriented corporatist theses have adopted a
dual politics interpretation of the modern British political economy.
That is, even where the interests of capital are most forcefully
advanced through well-developed corporate bargaining procedures,
theories of the power structure of society have had to allow scope for
pluralist bargaining to operate through representative democracy
and pressure group politics. The conditions for the coexistence of
corporate and pluralist negotiations are what concerns the dual
politics thesis. We examine this below and go on to use it as a basis
for our subsequent discussions.

Dual politics

The dual politics thesis is sometimes described as the marxist version
of corporatism. While we do not agree that marxism has a mono-
poly over this thesis, we do acknowledge that the state in modern
liberal democracies typically performs three roles which are drawn
from marxist analysis. First, it promotes capital accumulation as a
fundamental concern; second, it aims to preserve public order, and
so maintain the social conditions conducive to capital accumulation;
and third, it seeks legitimation for strategies adopted in connection
with both these other projects. A variety of authors suggest that
these three roles are variously pursued through different policy
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arenas, by different tiers of the state (central and local), and in
response to different kinds of bargaining procedure (corporatist and
pluralist). The dual politics thesis embraces this variety through its
interest in the relationships between mode of bargaining on the one
hand, and the organisation of state intervention on the other.

Cawson (1986) and Saunders (1986a) have become two of the
main advocates of the dual politics thesis, acknowledging a debt to
Claus Offe for raising the possibility that ‘by modifying marxist
theory to respecify the role of the state and the nature of interest
organisation, we can explain some of the political processes con-
cerned with production in capitalist society, and that by modifying
pluralism and restricting its scope, we can explain those other
processes concerned with consumption’ (Cawson, 1986, p. 6). From
this starting point Cawson argues that there are certain areas of state
activity and particular interest categories among which the scope for
corporate bargaining is limited, and where more ‘competitive’
political processes are dominant. The dual politics thesis is therefore
an attempt to integrate the concept of corporatism into the analysis
of political and economic systems where corporate processes do not
dominate political life generally, or the dispensation of social policy
in particular. Nevertheless, Cawson (1982) argues that there is an
increasing, though uneven, penetration of corporatist forms into
social policy.

This argument proposing the uneven and increasing importance
of corporate bargaining in social policy follows from Cawson and
Saunders’ (1983) claim that there is a direct link between the process
of centralisation and the exercise of corporate bargaining power. In
Cawson’s (1986) opinion, centralisation is a necessary (though not
sufficient) condition for the penetration of corporatist processes into
politics and policy-making. The dual politics thesis, he urges, ‘argues
for a systematic relationship between state activity, mode of inter-
vention, level of organisation of state, interest representation/
intermediation and dominant ideologies’ (p. 139). Thus, to the
extent that key social welfare decisions are increasingly centralised in
late twentieth-century Britain, the increasing penetration of corpor-
atist influences into the development of social policy might be
expected.

On the other hand, both Cawson (1986) and Saunders (1986b)
make a crucial distinction between essentially centralised policies
relating to production and essentially localised processes relating to
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consumption. This latter, local, sphere is the domain in which the
state has traditionally provided and delivered social welfare services.
Itis in the arena of social policy, therefore, that the tensions between
corporatism at the centre and pluralist bargaining at the periphery
is, according to this thesis, likely to be most marked. This tension,
which is summarised in Table 1.1, is explored in the chapters which
follow.

Table 1.1  Schematic representation of the dual politics thesis

Politics of Politics of
production consumption
Power Instrumentalist Pluralist
structure (class-based) (interest groups)
Ideological Property rights Citizenship rights
preference
Social Class interests Consumption sector
base interests
Mode of Corporatist Competitive
bargaining
Level of Central Local
intervention

Source: adapted from Saunders (1986b).

If the dual politics thesis is a useful way of conceptualising the
power structure of a modern liberal democracy such as Britain,
following Saunders (1986b), we would expect the following generali-
sations to hold when applied to the organisation and effectiveness of
social policy. First, where intervention is geared to sustaining the
processes of production, the state will act in the long-term interests
of capital accumulation —that is, it will conform to the tenets of
instrumentalism as advocated by Miliband (1973): the protection of
property rights will tend to be secured at the expense of a range of
citizenship rights; the wealthy will be favoured at the expense of the
poor; corporate interests will tend to dominate policy-making; and
state intervention will tend to become more centralised. On the other
hand, where intervention is geared to providing for consumption
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needs, it will tend to be influenced by more democratic forms of
bargaining; it will seek to secure the rights of citizenship relating to
legal protection, political representation and welfare provision; it
will be responsive to the competing demands of a range of socio-
economic groups; and it will be more localised.

The dual politics framework seems to us to represent a valuable
tool for analysing social policy. It draws together many of the
strengths of the traditions already discussed and places them within
a coherent framework. Nevertheless, we also acknowledge that, as
an account of the power structure of modern liberal democracy, it
fails as badly as these other approaches to social policy in its ability
or inclination to accommodate inequalities associated with racism,
patriarchy or other divisive practices which cannot be reduced to the
organisation of production or consumption.

This problematic feature of all the main theories of the power
structure of society that are commonly incorporated into social
policy has also, until very recently, been reflected in the literature in
this field. Texts on social policy, whatever their theoretical starting
point, have tended to marginalise or ignore the extent to which
social policy is differentially experienced by men and women, or by
the black and white communities. Hindess’s (1987) approach is all
too typical; he observes that ‘Feminism gets little mention in most
general approaches to social policy, and this book is no exception’
(p. 7). The reason is not that authors believe racism and patriarchy
to be unimportant, but that there are too few precedents to allow
them easily to be incorporated. This neglect is disturbing, since there
is no lack of evidence that recent trends in social policy have had
disproportionately severe consequences for women and black people
(see Edgell and Duke, 1983; Cross, 1982; Williams, 1987).

Thus, although the dual politics thesis has not yet been developed
to accommodate those circumstances where the exercise of racism,
partriarchy or other axes of discrimination cut across, or displace,
consumption sector and class cleavages, this is an omission we wish
to confront at the outset. Accordingly, this introductory statement
concludes with a comment on why both the practice of racism and
the organisation of gender relations seem to be omitted from the
dual politics thesis; we also offer a brief note on how these axes of
inequality are incorporated into the analyses of subsequent chapters.

The dual politics thesis offers a critique of the power relations
which organise the material conditions of life: it is concerned with
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factors affecting the distribution of goods, services and life chances.
It adequately, and properly, focuses on the distinction between state
and market provisioning in the context of the ascendancy of
corporate interests over both these spheres. It does not, however,
take into account the distributional problems that arise when the
priority accorded to capital accumulation restricts the availability of
resources to the extent that they must be differentially apportioned
even within so-called consumption sectors (consumption sectors are
usually distinguished according to whether the goods and services
consumed are provided by the state, acquired via the market, or fall
into the category of self-provisioning). Gender, ‘race’ and other
forms of socially constructed identity (including age, or categories
like the deserving and undeserving poor) become important at this
point as bureaucratically convenient (though totally unjustifiable)
principles employed to guide the inclusion (or exclusion) of indivi-
duals in (or from) access to scarce resources.

Additionally, because the dual politics thesis focuses only on the
material consequences, and origins, of the struggle for resources, it
does not consider the ideological requirements of a political econ-
omy in which material inequalities are marked and perceivable. Yet,
to persist, such inequalities require not only a material base (in a
mode of production and in the social relations of consumption), but
also a degree of normative support. At an ideological level, social
cleavages which are not organised around class or consumption
sector cleavages (that is, which cut across the most crucial lines of
inequality from an economic point of view) may play an important
part in fragmenting any fundamental challenge to the status quo
which might be posed by an awakening of class consciousness. From
this perspective, the reproduction of racism and patriarchy might be
seen as ‘functional’ to modern capitalist democracy, and this has far-
reaching implications for the organisation and potential achieve-
ment of social policy. In analysing social policy within the dual
politics framework, these considerations are important in at least
two respects.

First, it is clear that ‘race’ and gender are not explanatory
variables, but rather forms of social differentiation to be explained.
Phenotypic variation associated with appearance, pigmentation or
the possession of particular reproductive organs do not give rise to
‘natural’ social categories. This is why we refer to ‘race’ in inverted
commas and to gender rather than sex. The central question is not
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what effects—in terms of behaviour or the generation of needs—
these ostensibly natural attributes exert. Rather, the issue is that of
why biological or phenotypic characteristics have become socially
(as well as politically and economically) salient. In short, we must
ask: how has social (especially housing) policy contributed to the
construction of ‘race’ and gender, and how has it helped sustain
inequalities between the groups so defined? (for a fuller discussion,
see Smith, 1989a). This question is given particular attention in
Chapter 3, but it is a theme which runs throughout the book, and
which may be extended to apply to other forms of social differentia-
tion, particularly those relating to age.

Secondly, explicit attention to ‘race’ and gender is an important
route towards identifying and monitoring the needs and rights to
which social policy is addressed. There are some special needs which
flow directly from the physiological and demographic characteristics
of women and black people (of Asian or Afro-Caribbean origin or
descent) respectively. The longer average life span of women than
that of men, coupled with their apparently greater susceptibility to
rheumatism and arthritis, may mean that women require particular
forms of care in old age; the legacy of immigration history may mean
that some Asians require special language classes and other forms of
educational service. For the most part, however, the needs we refer
to are socially and bureaucratically constructed. The ‘needs’ of
women leaving a violent relationship, for instance, are partly
generated by the inflexibility and inadequacy of a housing system
which does not always recognise their claim for shelter as legitimate
from a welfare perspective, or as potentially profitable from the
point of view of the market.

In short, it is clear that the construction of ‘race’ and gender (and,
therefore, the analysis of racism and patriarchy) are, though fre-
quently neglected in major texts on social policy, an integral part of
our understanding of the power structure of society when viewed
from the dual politics perspective. Of course, the lived reality of
women and black people in Britain must have as much to do with
the history of imperialism and patriarchy as with the development of
modern liberal democracy. In this book, however, our primary
concern is with how these enduring facets of social inequality are
sustained or reproduced through the processes of capital accumula-
tion and political legitimation that frame the development of social
policy in modern Britain.
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Conclusion

The use of the dual politics framework as the starting point of the
analysis of the links between housing and social policy that are
explored in the remainder of this book, means that certain issues
arising from this approach will be given prominence. For example, a
key task will be to identify areas of corporate and pluralist influence
and to assess the relative strengths of each of these spheres in the
determination of housing policy. Related to this is an ideological
debate between the importance of citizenship rights as against
property rights as the touchstone of housing policy. In Chapter 2 the
general impact on housing policy of these two contrasting ideologies
will be traced, while further chapters give more detailed examples of
their influence on specific policy areas and of their relationship to the
corporate and pluralist sphere of policy-making. We shall also be
concerned with analyses of the levels of state decision-making
involved in housing provision and with their relationship to corpor-
ate and pluralist policy-making processes. Housing studies provide a
means of examining the extent to which social policy decisions are
being increasingly made by central government where they are
subject to more corporate influence. More generally, the relationship
between the level of intervention (i.e. local or central) and the sphere
of influence (i.e. corporate or pluralist) will be explored in an
attempt to assess whether these two elements do coincide and to
what degree.

Finally, the subject matter we have chosen allows the form and
relative importance of class and consumption sector cleavages in
housing to be assessed, though we are equally concerned to specify
the importance of gender, ‘race’ and age in the provision and
consumption of housing (the omission of such considerations being
a key shortcoming of the dual politics thesis).

Although we have adopted the dual politics model, we would
emphasise, as Saunders (1986a) has done, that this is only a model,
and simply a starting point. We have already had to extend the thesis
to account for forms of inequality which exist empirically and
experientially, but which were excluded conceptually. We use this
interpretation of society to guide our own because it offers the most
plausible beginning, and not because we regard it as ‘true’. As the
book develops, in fact, we are forced to qualify and develop this
thesis to arrive at a somewhat different interpretation of how power
is organised in relation to the development of social policy in late
twentieth-century Britain.



2

Housing as Social Policy

In Chapter 1 we examined a number of competing theoretical
frameworks for analysing social policy and its relationship with
public policy more generally. In the case of housing, it is particularly
important to take this wider public policy focus, because housing
policy has always had a broader remit than just that of meeting
social needs. In this chapter we go on to explore the social aspects of
housing policy more generally, in terms of the different roles it has
played within the British political economy. Specifically, we consider
housing as a tool of environmental management, as a right of
citizenship, and as a marketed commodity. In doing so we examine
housing policy in relation to the housing system as a whole, rather
than concentrating exclusively on the public sector.

This approach follows logically from the working definition of
social policy which we set out in the introduction; this portrayed
social policy as state intervention which occurs not just through in-
kind provision but also via subsidies and regulation of the market.
According to this view, social policy is not the domain of any
particular institution or legislative arena; rather, it is the outcome of
any ‘deliberate attempt by government to promote individual and
social welfare in certain specific dimensions using any suitable policy
instruments’ (Weale, 1983, our emphasis). In examining the social
aspects of housing, therefore, we acknowledge the relevance of Hill’s
(1983) observation that social policy is not always implemented with
welfare objectives in mind, and that legislation apparently formu-
lated outside of the social policy arena may make a significant
contribution to welfare and well-being.

In order to understand the development of housing policy and its
changing orientation, it is necessary to acknowledge that, threading
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through the theoretical debate about how society is structured
(discussed in Chapter 1) is a practical debate concerning the
appropriate aims, scope and organisation of policies orientated
towards meeting social need. That is, we need to be aware not only
of the social forces that led to particular measures being introduced,
but also of the political or moral philosophy that has underpinned
the way in which policy has been designed and implemented. In
order to help us understand the latter, we set out in the next section
two models of intervention which summarise opposing arguments
concerning the appropriate normative criteria which should guide
the development and implementation of social policy. In Britain,
this debate has polarised around the relative merits of market
competition and state provision. The virtues of the market model
have been vigorously propounded by the new right and, indeed, the
Conservative governments since 1979. The social democratic ap-
proach, which sees an extensive role for public sector provision, has
become less popular in housing in the late twentieth century. Using
these models as ‘ideal types’, we show in the first section of this
chapter how the various strands of housing policy have been aligned
more or less closely with one rather than the other at various times.
We also draw upon these two models in our discussion of housing as
social policy in later chapters of the book.

The remaining sections of the chapter examine, in turn, three key
strands of housing policy, focusing respectively on housing as
environmental management, housing as social welfare, and housing
as a marketed commodity. These three sections are broadly chrono-
logical, showing that the pursuit of social concerns through housing
(a) originated in attempts to secure public health through environ-
mental improvement and the regulation of building standards; (b)
expanded as the right to decent housing gradually became embedded
in the principles of the welfare state; and (c) survives in an
ideological climate which increasingly regards the market as best
able to cater for many of the housing needs that in the recent past
have been met by the state. These themes are chronological, how-
ever, only in terms of the emphasis of policy: the environmental,
social welfare and economic aspects of housing policy have coex-
isted for much of the present century, and it would be erroneous to
assume that any one has or is likely to supersede another substan-
tially.

The discussion in these final sections can be read on two levels.
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Essentially, it provides a brief descriptive introduction to the de-
velopment of housing policy, and therefore provides the context for
subsequent chapters of the book (readers requiring more detail
should consult Holmans, 1987, and Malpass and Murie, 1987). In
addition, we use this outline as a vehicle for exploring those key
trends in the political management and orientation of social welfare
that we now introduce.

The politics of social policy

The dual politics interpretation of British liberal democracy outlined
in Chapter 1 allows us to comment on the power structure of society
and on the role that social policy plays within this. In setting up such
a framework, we are able to discuss the unstated as well as the stated
aims of policy, and to go some way towards accounting for its
unanticipated, as well as its expected, effects. We are able to probe
beyond the ideological and pragmatic debates of politicians devising
social policy, and of pressure groups demanding particular
measures. By setting our analysis within a broad theory of the power
structure of society, we are able to interpret social policy with
reference to information, events and forces that are not always
immediately available to those involved in the development, organi-
sation and implementation of the welfare services. Nevertheless,
ideological debates about the aims and objectives of social policy set
within this wider framework are crucially important for the shape of
social policy instruments and, therefore, for the quality of life and
well-being of many people. Hence in this section we examine a long-
running and evolving debate about the normative criteria which
should guide (and which have guided) the design and implemen-
tation of social policy. Although for the most part this debate has
been essentially a pragmatic one, ultimately it is a dispute that is
grounded in political philosophy.

It is frequently argued that social policy in Britain developed in
the context of a political consensus over the role of the welfare state
and that this consensus was only broken following the election of a
Conservative government in 1979 (see Gamble, 1987). Yet, as we
shall see, such a consensus has rarely been apparent in housing
policy, and it is doubtful whether it has characterised other areas of
social policy (see Deakin, 1987, 1988). Rather, there is a long history
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of dispute over the objectives of social policy and over the most
appropriate means of achieving them. Nevertheless, while the para-
meters of this long and frequently bitter debate have changed over
time, it does seem that views about social policy have become more
polarised over the last decade. By drawing out the nature of these
differences, we can provide the practical and political context in
which the particular policy issues discussed in this and in subsequent
chapters are set. We do this by introducing two ‘ideal types’ of
welfare provision, the market and the social democratic models.

The market model

Since 1979, the view that social services should, where possible, be
provided by families, friends or the market, rather than by the state,
has become increasingly prevalent. The very term ‘welfare state’ has
come under attack from those who regard the legitimate role of the
state as being a minimal one, primarily concerned with upholding
private property rights (which are seen as a welcome source of
individuals’ independence from the state) and with creating con-
ditions that are conducive to the smooth running of the market. This
may involve breaking up monopolies to ensure that there are a
number of suppliers of a particular commodity, or it may mean
intervening to enable individuals to enter the market or to compete
more effectively in it (for example, by increasing the effective
purchasing power of lower income groups). The consequence is that
social services are seen, wherever possible, as the responsibility of
the individual and hence of the private sector, so that social policy is
relegated to a very marginal role in public policy.

This view infuses that mix of neo-liberal economics and traditio-
nal Toryism that is often collectively referred to as the ‘new right’
(see King, 1987). Despite this appellation, many of the key tenets of
this outlook (and many of its best known proponents, such as
Hayek) have been around for a long time; indeed, the laissez-faire
state which this political philosophy propounds was a central
characteristic of the British polity in the nineteenth century. What is
new about the new right is the much greater currency and legitimacy
which that outlook has gained over the last decade.

Neo-liberal economics, a central component of the new right view,
has a strong predilection against state intervention in the workings
of the market, arguing that the most efficient distribution of
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resources flows from market competition rather than from state
action. The model suggests that the rights of citizenship flow from
the right of individuals to accumulate rewards through individual
effort. It is geared towards the protection of private property and
wealth, and it is predicated on an ideology of inequality. A degree of
inequality, it is argued, stimulates initiative and effort; because too
much inequality is economically inefficient, market mechanisms will
prevent excessive injustice. State intervention, it is argued, reduces
efficiency, rarely achieves its aim, and tends to have a wide range of
undesirable and unanticipated effects (see, for example, Hayek,
1960). State ‘interference’ is also thought to erode individuals’
liberty (and motivation) to compete in the market and to allow
social inequality to become politicised and exploited for electoral
gain.

Traditional authoritarian conservatism — a second arm of the new
right —also frowns on state intervention in social welfare (though
not on intervention to secure social control and the maintenance of
public order), favouring instead strategies which strengthen the
obligations of kinship and charity by increasing individuals’ reliance
on the family and on voluntary altruism. It is argued that the family
is the centre of civilised life and plays a crucial integrating role in
society. Welfare provision is seen as undermining the centrality of
the family because it involves the state’s taking on responsibilities
that lie more properly with the family, so producing a society
compromising ‘anomic and alienated individuals without secure
values’ (Barry, 1987).

The new right perspective does recognise that not all people are
capable of competing effectively in a market system. It also acknow-
ledges that for those among the elderly, handicapped or destitute
who do not receive support from their families or from voluntary
charitable organisations, direct state support (albeit of a minimal
nature) is necessary. However, it is argued that such assistance
should be organised to provide minimum interference with the
market and should be of a strictly limited nature. The overriding aim
is to minimise public spending in favour of low rates of taxation,
which, it is believed, stimulates economic enterprise and initiative. In
accord with this imperative (and lending legitimacy to neo-liberal
economic strategies) it is argued that state benefits should not be so
‘generous’ that they reduce work incentives by making people better
off in material terms when unemployed than they would be in work.
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Likewise, at an ideological level, the pattern of state subsidy should
not, in this market-based conception of social policy, be allowed to
challenge the principle of economic liberalism.

Consequently, social policy should be organised, wherever pos-
sible, to reinforce individual property rights and the principle of
market exchange. An example of how this might work is the so-
called ‘insurance’ principle of social security, which dispenses bene-
fits only to those who have contributed adequately to a fund by
spending time in paid employment. This condition is seen as
reinforcing the work ethic and increasing incentives to participate in
the formal workforce.

Two key characteristics of social policy flow from this reasoning.
First, because social policy has a marginal role in market-orientated
philosophy, and because state intervention directly to achieve social
welfare objectives is only used as a last resort, it is inevitable (and,
indeed, desirable) that it will be considered inferior to provision by
the market. Second, and related to the need to minimise state
provision in order to secure the primacy of the market, the boundar-
ies between ‘more’ and ‘less’ eligibility for state benefits and provi-
sion will be increasingly tightly drawn, echoing an approach that lay
explicitly behind the 1834 Poor Law (see Fraser, 1973).

Accordingly, while in its modern guise this model is broadly
sympathetic to the special needs of those who are physically (or
legally, due to age for example) unable to participate in the labour
market, it deals more harshly with the needs of those excluded from
the labour market for other reasons (such as redundancy caused by
technological restructuring). The model provides for those whose
needs can be defined in technical terms (for example, requiring
special building adaptations or special forms of care), but not those
whose needs hinge on political conflict and which may be less easy to
delimit (the unemployed, black people, some groups of women, and
so on). This means, first, that some collectively articulated needs are
explicitly excluded from state support; and, second, that the receipt
of state help is associated with social stigma, and that some groups
are more likely to be stigmatised than others.

The degree of stigma tends, in practice, to be related to potential
for participation in the labour market. People whose incomes are
low because they are physically disabled, mentally ill or physically
frail, for example, can be dealt with more sympathetically than can
the able-bodied (particularly the young) unemployed. Of course,
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such differentiated treatment has to be legitimated in some way;
distinctions between the ‘deserving’ and the ‘undeserving’ poor must
not appear arbitrary. As a consequence, for the purposes of receiv-
ing (or receiving less, or not receiving) state assistance, individuals
must be formally categorised as ‘elderly’, or ‘mentally handicapped’,
and so on. Despite the more generous treatment that some may
achieve as a result, the very process of categorising or labelling
people and of designing ‘special’ programmes for them, can itself be
stigmatising (and disabling) and may serve to reinforce their exclu-
sion from the supposed prestige of being able to provide for
themselves independently in the market. Because of this, we have
chosen to resist such categories and refer instead to ‘older people’
and to ‘people with learning difficulties’.

One further consequence of adopting a market model of welfare
on a mass scale is the increasing polarisation of society into those
able to provide for themselves through the market system and those
reliant on state or voluntary provision, with the latter receiving, or
being seen as receiving, an inferior (and hence stigmatised) service.
This kind of polarisation can be seen most clearly in housing, but
less so in areas such as health care where universal state provision is
still the norm. This growing cleavage between those able to buy
goods and services through the market and those having to rely on
state provision is seen by Saunders (1984, 1986b) as a more salient
social divide than class.

This market-oriented model of welfare has provided the normat-
ive underpinnings of social policy in Britain for most of the present
century. Although the post-war welfare state blunted its force, over
the last decade it has gained in significance, and has re-penetrated
furthest in housing policy and provision. The traditionally high level
of reliance on the private sector for house building (even in public
sector housing) and the nature of housing as a commodity means
that this ‘service’ lends itself more readily to market provision than
do many other aspects of welfare. Given the close ideological and
practical association between the ownership of domestic property
and of property rights in general, it would be surprising if this were
not so. This market model may, therefore, be said to apply to owner-
occupation, despite the substantial state subsidy to owner-occupiers
provided through tax relief on mortgage interest payments and
through exemption from capital gains tax. This subsidy merely
indicates that government eagerness to widen and extend the market
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can overrule the ultimate ‘ideal’ of non-intervention in the market
itself. Such subsidies are therefore a form of intervention required to
sustain the market in conditions where it might not otherwise
operate at all or as extensively. Consequently, housing may be
regarded as being at the leading edge of the move to privatise
responsibility for social welfare. Indeed, this shift towards a market
model of housing provision has prompted one of the largest
transfers of public assets in British history —a trend described by
Forrest and Murie (1988, p. 1) as ‘the most important element of the
privatisation policy of the Thatcher government’. A major theme of
this book is to account for such trends in housing policy and to
specify their impact on the structure of social welfare and on the life
chances of individuals.

The social democratic model

The traditional alternative to this market-orientated model is
grounded in social democratic ideals rather than neo-conservative
political philosophy or neo-liberal economics. Advocates of this
social democratic alternative are broadly agreed in rejecting the
market as necessarily the most efficient and beneficial mode for the
delivery of welfare. Thus, as Marquand (1988) has put it, if the
project of the neo-liberal right is to subordinate politics to the
market, the project of the social democratic left is to subordinate the
market to politics.

Central to the social democratic model of welfare are the notion of
citizenship and the strategy of equality. We shall deal with each in
turn. Citizenship refers to the conditions, or rights, for participation
in, and full membership of, the community. Although the virtues of
citizenship are propounded from all points on the political spectrum,
the right tends to be more concerned with the obligations of citizens
within a nation state, whereas the left has always focused more on
the social rights of citizens and their ability to exercise them. It is
argued from a social democratic perspective that because of the
inequalities inherent in and engendered by market society, state
intervention is necessary to ensure that the rights of citizenship are
fully and equally available. Thus, following Marshall (1950), full
membership of society, which is an essential component of citizen-
ship, can only be guaranteed if all of society is able to enjoy not just
civil and political rights but also social rights (for example, to
employment and welfare).
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Building on Marshall’s foundations, the social democratic model
argues, first, that state intervention is necessary and desirable
because of the failure of the market to supply essential welfare
services to an adequate standard. In housing, for example, state
intervention has been necessary in the provision of housing for rent:
local authority housing was introduced because of the failure of
private enterprise to provide adequate housing at rents working
people could afford (Merrett, 1979; Ball, 1983). Second, it is argued
that public welfare provision can be justified on the grounds of
economic efficiency. For example, free health care and education,
and the subsidisation of decent housing, can be viewed as contribut-
ing to labour productivity. The same is true of training, which is
often only inadequately provided by the private sector. Likewise,
unemployment benefit can act as a counter-cyclical regulator by
sustaining demand during recessions (Cawson, 1986). Third, it is
argued that the choice which advocates claim is provided by the
market is, in many respects, illusory. The market does not offer
perfect competition as popularised by the new right, but is fre-
quently characterised by oligopolies or monopolies which can
reduce consumer sovereignty and determine prices. Moreover, the
provision of welfare is not like that of commodities such as bread,
where buyers can shift readily from one supplier to another.
Workers cannot easily shift in and out of pension schemes, for
example. As we have seen, too, the private housing market is
sustained by extensive state subsidies, which act to structure choices
in the market. Furthermore, the choices in welfare open to the poor
are severely constrained by their low incomes, which are themselves
a function of the labour market. Thus, as one author has put it,
‘markets structure choice to eliminate or significantly reduce the
eligibility of certain types of options’ (Harris, D., 1987, p. 330).

Social democratic theorists go on to argue that the negative
consequences of a market economy can (and should) be compen-
sated for, and that socially desirable values can be engendered by
public welfare provision. Social policy is, in part, to be viewed as
compensation to those unfortunate enough to bear the ‘diswelfares’
caused by change in an industrial society (Titmuss, 1968). To be
effective, welfare may therefore have to be seen as a universal right
rather than as a selective, means-tested benefit.

Means-tested services and benefits, as advocated by the right, are
criticised from the citizenship perspective for being administratively
complex, for their low take-up and, in particular, for stigmatising
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recipients (Deacon and Bradshaw, 1983). They separate out and
identify the poor, who have to prove that they can meet the test of
eligibility. The tinge of the scrounger, therefore, hangs over even
those who qualify for receipt of the benefit, for as Titmuss (1968, p.
134) points out: ‘The fundamental objective of all [means] tests is to
keep people out; not to let them in’. Moreover, where a service (for
example, council housing today) is provided to a minority of the
population, there is the very real danger that it will take the form of,
or be perceived as, an inferior, second-class service. In contrast to
selectively provided welfare, universal services like the NHS are
unlikely to stigmatise. They are consumed by the poor and better-off
alike, and they therefore enhance rather than diminish the self-
respect of those with limited financial means. Moreover, because
universal services are used by those who could afford to purchase
them in the market place, they can gain a level of political support
that ensures a relatively higher quality of provision than they might
if they were only consumed by the poor.

Closely related to the notion of citizenship, interpreted as the
guarantee of full membership of the community, is the so-called
‘strategy of equality’ which lies at the heart of the welfare state (Le
Grand, 1982). Although attitudes to equality vary, as a normative
guide to policy it is often taken to mean ‘more than equality of
opportunity but less than equality of income’ (George and Wilding,
1976, p. 65). Such equality is deemed to be necessary in civilised
societies for at least four reasons. First, it is regarded as a means of
securing some kind of social cohesion in a situation where excessive
inequality might otherwise lead to conflict and social breakdown.
Second, it is viewed as a means of promoting social efficiency, on the
assumptions that excessive inequality reduces social mobility and
hinders the creation of a meritocracy, and that market economies
misallocate resources by responding only to demand and not to
need. Third, in so far as inequality represents a denial to some of
their natural rights, equality is viewed as a route to social justice.
Finally, equality is regarded as a means of self-realisation, while
inequality is thought to prevent many less powerful individuals from
realising their full potential. Equality, then, is viewed as a social
right per se, but it is also portrayed as a means of achieving other
social goals such as the extension of freedom and the development of
a sense of altruism or social obligation (Titmuss, 1974).

The social democratic model is based on an implicit criticism of
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the inequalities and inefficiencies that markets inevitably generate
and reproduce. Nevertheless, most advocates of this approach
accept the context of a capitalist economy in the belief that the
detrimental effects of the market can be ameliorated, if not trans-
formed, through state intervention. The ideal driving this model of
welfare (whether it is seen as a gesture of state benevolence or as a
concession to working-class pressure) is that reforms can be
achieved or conceded without altering the fundamental structure of
capitalist democracy. Within this constraint, the advocates of the
social democratic model have sought to orientate the public provi-
sion of welfare to the satisfaction of needs rather than demand,
emphasising the broader rights of citizenship over the protection of
private property and wealth. The remainder of the chapter shows
how this model has vied with the sanctity of the market to introduce
a social dimension to housing as environmental, welfare and eco-
nomic policy.

Housing, health and environmental management

Edwin Chadwick can probably be credited with drawing the earliest
links between housing and social policy (in an embryonic sense) in
1842 by mustering some evidence to suggest that, contrary to
prevailing wisdom, ‘low moral standards’ were a consequence rather
than a cause of poor housing environments. The legislative response
came through public health measures rather than housing policy per
se, not least because it was in terms of public health that the problem
was defined. Hence a major concern of early intervention by the
state in the housing market came in the form of basic infrastructure
such as drains, sewers, water supplies and refuse collection. The aim
here was to prevent the recurrence of the health hazards and
epidemics that had been so prevalent earlier in the century; the
mechanism was a series of Public Health Acts designed to improve
dwelling sanitation and to set minimum standards for construction
and amenity provision.

At this time state intervention in housing provision was very
limited, and allied closely to the market model; public assistance was
regarded as either unnecessary or undesirable. The virtues of thrift,
self-help and independence were preached as the best way for the
poor to improve their lot, while society’s rewards went to those who
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supposedly put in the most effort, made the greatest sacrifices, or
were born with the most talent. This reflects the distribution of state
power at this time, which lay primarily in the hands of the middle
classes and the wealthy. It was only in 1867 and 1884 that working-
class males received the franchise, and even then only if they owned
or rented a house over a certain rateable value; it was not until 1918
that women were allowed to vote. Furthermore, for much of the
nineteenth century, local government was very fragmented, with
numerous ad hoc bodies awarded power for particular purposes. For
example, the local boards of guardians administered the Poor Law,
while sanitary authorities were responsible for public health. More-
over, the local state was dominated by the middle classes, who were
often opposed to high rates, or to the principle of subsidising the
poor (as property owners, or being in other ways associated with the
housing market, they were unwilling to act against their own
perceived interests). Their influence was great because most housing-
related legislation was permissive rather than mandatory, and local
authorities were not compelled to implement policies to which they
were opposed (Hennock, 1973; Fraser, 1973).

The scope of housing-related measures expanded towards the end
of the century. The sanctity of private property was weakened by the
Artisans’ and Labourers’ Dwellings Act 1868, which gave local
medical officers of health the power to inspect and report on
individual premises which were ‘in a condition or state dangerous to
health as to be unfit for human habitation’. Local authorities with a
population of over 10,000 were empowered by the Act to force the
owners of unfit property (in respect of which a report had been made
by the Medical Officer of Health) to repair them at their own
expense or have the authority demolish them without compensation
(Gibson and Langstaff, 1982, p. 21). The Artisans’ and Labourers’
Dwellings Improvement Act 1875 empowered local authorities to
clear areas of unfit housing and to provide replacement housing, and
included a provision for the compensation of slum owners whose
property was cleared (Yelling, 1986).

Neither the 1868 nor the 1875 Act had much impact. Many
medical officers of health were reluctant to use their new powers,
while ‘the vested interests of landlords, local corruption and political
opposition to the financial costs involved played major roles in
ensuring inactivity’ (Gibson and Langstaff, 1982, p. 21). In fact, as
Merrett (1979) notes, much clearance activity was carried out under
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local Acts of Parliament. This was usually undertaken in commercial
operations as part of ‘civic improvements’, and especially by railway
companies constructing city centre termini stations (Kellett, 1969).
According to Dyos (cited in Merrett, 1979, p. 12), approximately
76,000 people in London were displaced by railway construction
between 1853 and 1901. As with clearance under the 1875 Act, the
slum dwellers whose homes were being demolished were simply
moved on. Indeed, although some medical officers were critical of
this aspect of the clearance process, many others saw it as a positive
virtue because it provided a way of demolishing the feared ‘rooker-
ies’ in which were thought to live the criminal and semi-criminal
classes. Where replacement housing was built on cleared sites, it was
often constructed by philanthropic trusts rather than by the local
authorities, while the rents charged for this accommodation were
commonly beyond the means of the original inhabitants (Wohl,
1977).

Early responses to poor housing environments were, in short,
based firmly on concerns about public health, not least because
health epidemics such as cholera were not confined to the poor,
while over-crowding, disease and squalor all impaired the produc-
tivity of the workforce. It was not until the Housing and Town
Planning etc Act 1919 that the state began to exhibit some direct
commitment to housing ‘as a social policy based upon local initiative
and central supervision, compulsion and subsidy’ (Fraser, 1973, p.
168), and this, unlike the nineteenth-century sanitary measures, was
largely the result of working-class pressure for reform (see Merrett,
1979).

The central belief in manipulating housing environments to
improve the quality of life dominated thinking behind the slum
clearance efforts of the 1930s and 1950s. Clearance was encouraged
by Labour’s Housing Act of 1930 (the Greenwood Act), which
offered subsidies based on the number of families rehoused and
enhanced the powers of local authorities to pursue redevelopment.
Similarly, redevelopment was given fresh impetus in the mid 1950s
when the Conservative government ended subsidies for the construc-
tion of general needs dwellings and restricted them to slum clear-
ance, replacement housing and the building of one-bedroom flats for
the elderly. Both rounds of demolition and rebuilding were stimu-
lated by much the same kind of reasoning as that which underlay the
earlier sanitary-oriented legislation. Although never adequately
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defined by statute, ‘slums’ were recognised in practice in terms of
criteria inherited from the era of sanitary reform. For the purposes
of slum clearance, then, social need has always been conceived of in
terms of environmental health. The scheduling of houses for demoli-
tion has, moreover, always rested heavily on inspecting officers’
discretion and, not surprisingly, the threshold for unfitness tended to
rise as the overall quality of the stock improved (Gibson and
Langstaff, 1982).

The progress of slum clearance is shown in Table 2.1. Between
1930 and 1979, 1.8 million dwellings were demolished or closed, with
over five million people being moved out of their homes. In the post-
war slum clearance drive, many of the families who were rehoused
were given tenancies in what Dunleavy (1981) refers to as ‘mass
housing’ — the large high-rise and flatted estates that were built in the
inner city or on the suburban periphery. While initially introduced
as a solution to the problem of slum housing, many of these estates
have since become policy problems themselves.

Table 2.1 Slum clearance, 1930 to 1979, in England and Wales

Houses demolished

or closed Persons moved*
Years (000s) (000s)
193044 341 1,340
1945-54 90 309
1955-59 213 669
1960-64 304 834
1965-69 339 896
1970-74 309 704
1975-79 213 378%

*Not necessarily rehoused
tEstimate
Source: Gibson and Langstaff (1982), Table I, p. 31.

Although the environmental management role of housing has
continued to be important in the last two decades, the emphasis has
changed. In particular, the 1968 White Paper Old Houses into New
Homes and the Housing Act 1969 marked a significant shift in state
policy towards housing renewal as a policy for older housing. In
effect, the White Paper signalled the demise of large-scale slum
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clearance and increasing priority for rehabilitation of the existing
stock. This was confirmed in the 1973 White Paper and 1974
Housing Act, which confirmed that clearance policies were to be
replaced by the principle of in situ renewal. Although home improve-
ment grants had been available in urban areas since Labour’s
Housing Act 1949, they were given a new importance and a fresh
impetus by the Housing Acts of 1969 and 1974, also passed by
Labour.

Although the reasons for this notable shift in policy are complex,
it is widely accepted that public expenditure considerations were
important. As Merrett (1979) has pointed out, for a given level of
resource cost, rehabilitation is cheaper than redevelopment because
the latter has generally been entirely publicly funded, whereas the
former has involved private sector outlays, at least in part (the
private/public distinction is discussed further below). It is noticeable
that the White Paper was published the year after the 1967 balance-
of-payments crisis and the subsequent, agonised devaluation of the
pound, and was preceded by public spending cuts in local authority
house-building announced in January 1968 (Merrett, 1979).

But if the shift in policy away from large-scale clearance to
rehabilitation was to some extent a pragmatic response to perceived
economic constraints, politicians were quick to rationalise it in terms
of social concern. A number of community studies (most notably
Young and Willmott, 1957) had highlighted the social consequences
of slum-clearance policies and their effects on local communities.
Although these and other findings were available well before the
shift in policy, it was only once the change had taken place that they
were in fact highlighted by the government. This allowed politicians
to rationalise the move away from slum clearance in terms of social
concern. Thus, while not unimportant, local pressure and com-
munity action were less significant factors in this change of policy
than the needs of capital accumulation, as perceived by the central
state.

Other, more technical arguments were also relevant. It was argued
on the one hand that the worst areas of slum housing had by then
been demolished, thereby undermining the need for large-scale
clearance. On the other hand, the house condition survey of England
and Wales, carried out in 1967, had shown that despite massive
clearance activity, there was an extensive problem of unfitness and
disrepair in the remaining stock (Merrett, 1979). It was becoming
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recognised that the problem of sub-standard housing was not a finite
one because of the deterioration of homes which had previously
been in acceptable condition. Moreover, although controversial, the
use of cost-benefit analysis by economists had suggested that
rehabilitation could in certain circumstances be more cost-effective
than redevelopment (Needleman, 1965).

Also significant were the ideological consequences of what Mer-
rett (1979) has referred to as the ‘partitioning’ of housing renewal.
That is to say, slum clearance has involved the demolition of private
housing and its replacement by public housing, whereas rehabili-
tation has, for the most part, involved voluntary, private improve-
ment of the private housing stock. Hence redevelopment has
involved the substitution of state provision for the market, while
rehabilitation has mostly involved the upgrading of private housing
and its retention within the market (see Ball, 1978). The shift from
the former to the latter is therefore part of a shift away from the
social democratic model of provision and towards the market
alternative. The significance of this partitioning was becoming more
apparent as slum clearance began to involve an increasing number
of owner-occupied houses and not just those owned by private
sector landlords. Significantly, in 1963 the Conservative government
had sponsored feasibility studies to examine the ‘private enterprise
solution’ to slum clearance. Gibson and Langstaff (1982, p. 59)
report that ‘The verdict of the market on the possibility of private
enterprise undertaking large-scale comprehensive redevelopment
was an emphatic ‘““no”.” Hence, a private enterprise, market solution
seemed to imply rehabilitation rather than redevelopment.

As Gibson and Langstaff (1982, p. 64) have noted, the Housing
Act 1969 ‘was the watershed in the transition from comprehensive
redevelopment to gradual renewal’. The General Improvement
Areas (GIAs) introduced by that Act were aimed at encouraging
area improvement. Exchequer subsidies were made available within
GIAs for environmental works, but otherwise the designation
conferred no special financial benefit on those living within them
(grant levels, for instance, were the same as everywhere else).
Nevertheless, the designation of such zones was expected to remove
uncertainty (perhaps making mortgage finance easier to obtain) and,
along with the associated environmental works, help create confi-
dence in the area. In other words, the aim was to foster the market
and stimulate private, voluntary improvement activity. Although no
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social objectives were explicitly built into this Act, the social benefits
of the new environmental strategy were very quickly seized upon to
legitimise the changes it introduced. For the first time it was
recognised that, by emphasising improvement, housing policy had
become a technique for retaining the existing stock, which, because
it did not blight neighbourhoods or disrupt communities, could also
foster residents’ confidence in, and commitment to, the future of
their locality.

The key problem with this reasoning behind the 1969 Act was the
financial inability of many residents to implement the improvements
that the designation of GIAs was expected to encourage. Such
householders, after all, were living in areas formally acknowledged
to contain some of the least desirable parts of the nation’s housing
stock. It is perhaps hardly surprising that not only was grant take-up
patchy (questioning the whole notion of comprehensive area-based
improvement), but also the majority of grants awarded in the early
1970s improved the better rather than the worst homes, which were
occupied by more rather than less affluent households. For instance,
over half of the owner-occupiers of grant-aided improved properties
in the period 1972-3 to 1973-4 held professional or managerial
occupations, while less than one in seven were semi- or unskilled
workers (Gibson and Langstaff, 1982, p. 69). Moreover, there was
considerable concern and publicity about ‘abuses’ of the grant
system by developers taking advantage of the relatively relaxed
conditions attached to improvement grants. A further and related
area of concern was the so-called ‘gentrification’ of certain neigh-
bourhoods in parts of London such as Islington. This involved the
displacement of poorer tenants by higher-income owner-occupiers,
with the upgrading of an area often aided by the provision of
improvement grants (Williams, 1976; Merrett, 1979). Debate about
area improvement was thus increasingly focused on the social
objectives of policy rather than just physical conditions.

Following a reappraisal of policy in 19734, significant changes in
environmental management through housing policy were intro-
duced by the Housing Act 1974. This Act introduced Housing
Action Areas (HAAs), which were to be designated ‘in areas of
housing stress where bad physical and social conditions interact and
where intense activity will follow declaration’ (Department of the
Environment, 1975, quoted in Gibson and Langstaff, 1982, p. 110).
The significant feature of HA As was that, for the first time, housing
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policy was to be directed not only towards improving the stock and
securing its effective use and management, but also towards enhanc-
ing the well-being of existing residents (though in Scotland, unlike
England and Wales, no social criteria were explicitly built into their
definition). GIAs were retained but were reserved for areas of mostly
owner-occupied, basically sound houses where improvement might
be expected on the basis of voluntary action.

It is apparent that HAAs, unlike GIAs, were envisaged as being
designated in areas of lower income, privately rented housing where
improvement on a voluntary basis was unlikely. The designation of
an HAA meant an increase in grant levels (from 50 per cent to 75
and 90 per cent in cases of hardship), the availability of a new grant
for basic repairs, an exchequer subsidy of 50 per cent of the cost of
modest environmental works, and, significantly, the introduction of
new compulsory improvement powers. A preferential rate of impro-
vement grant (60 per cent) was also introduced in GIAs, as were
compulsory improvement powers. Priority neighbourhoods (PNs)
were also introduced (although their impact was small and they were
soon abolished). These zones, which could be declared in areas
adjacent to GIAs and HAAs, were designed to prevent housing
conditions deteriorating around designated areas. Designation of
PNs conferred no special improvement incentives but did give local
authorities certain enhanced legal powers (Gibson and Langstaff,
1982).

The Housing Act 1974 was also significant because it introduced
the Housing Association Grant (HAG), which has provided a major
stimulus to the housing association movement. Since 1974 housing
associations have played an important role in the rehabilitation of
inner-city housing, often in HAAs. Merrett (1979) has accounted for
this by arguing that because of the absence of an investing private
landlord class, the Conservatives have had to invent one (albeit one
heavily reliant on centralised public funding). The alternative would
have to have been municipalisation: the compulsory purchase for
improvement of run-down housing that could not be improved by
voluntary means.

Area-based housing renewal has never been well integrated with
area-based urban policy, which since 1969 (under the auspices of the
Urban Programme) has been one of the government’s main vehicles
for targeting social policy within the inner cities. This lack of
integration might have been expected prior to 1977, when the Urban
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Programme was managed by the Home Office. For the last decade,
however, area-based housing policy and area-based urban policy
have both been managed by the Department of the Environment.
The failure to integrate the two may well reflect the extent to which
economic initiatives are displacing social investment in the Urban
Programme (see Keating and Boyle, 1982; Clapham and Smith,
1988) and the speed with which responsibility for urban regeneration
through housing renewal has been shifted to the private sector.

We can see these new concerns reflected in the setting up of
Housing Action Trusts (HATs) under the Housing Act 1988. Based
explicitly on the Urban Development Corporation model, HATSs are
being established in a limited number of run-down local authority
housing estates, and have been made accountable to the Secretary of
State for the Environment. HATs take over the ownership of the
council houses within the designated area and may also assume
certain of the planning and environmental health powers of the local
authority if the latter is not sufficiently co-operative. They are also to
take on local authorities’ duties under the 1976 Race Relations Act
to promote equal opportunities and prevent racial discrimination in
the housing system. In many ways, though, HATSs enable the
government to excise the designated areas from local democratic
pressures and to place responsibility and accountability for them
with central government. The stated aims of HATSs are to improve
the condition of designated estates, to draw on private finance to
fund these developments, to introduce alternative forms of owner-
ship and management to that of the local authority, and to stimulate
the local economy (Department of the Environment, 1987). Thus the
aims of housing policy as environmental management have been
extended to include employment generation.

Environmental management in the form of HATs has also been
given an explicit role in shifting housing tenure in these areas away
from subsidised renting associated with the social democratic model
of provision in favour of the subsidised ownership associated with a
market or quasi-market model. Previously, since environmental
management in housing was concerned almost exclusively with
tackling substandard private housing, policy involved either a shift
to the public sector (as with slum clearance and redevelopment) or
retention of provision within the market (as with improvement
grants) or quasi-market (as with housing associations) sectors. Now
the focus is on sub-standard public sector housing and the aim is to
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use renovation via HATs as a way of eroding the social democratic
ideal of a universal entitlement to housing, emphasising instead the
rights of private property and the market or quasi-market mode of
provision.

This shift towards a more market-oriented approach is also
embodied in the new policy on home improvement set out in the
1987 White Paper (DoE, 1987). While some of the details are
different, the philosophy underlying the new policy is the same as
that of the 1985 Green Paper on home improvement, which argued
that ‘The cornerstone of policy must be that owners are primarily
responsible for the conditions of their houses, though they should be
given appropriate help and encouragement in shouldering their
responsibility’ (DoE, 1985).

Entitlement to home improvement grants will no longer be based
on rateable value limits. Instead, in line with new right philosophy, it
will be means-tested, so that only those households ‘in greatest need’
of assistance will receive it. Eligible households living in dwellings
below a new fitness standard will qualify for a mandatory grant,
while above this standard grant assistance will be at the discretion of
local authorities. The present four types of grant are to be replaced
by a single form of grant, and GIAs and HAAs are to be replaced by
a single type of statutory Renewal Area, within which local authori-
ties will be able to carry out both renovation and selective redevelop-
ment, using powers similar to those already available (DoE, 1987).

Housing as a social service

The First World War marked a crucial turning point in the
development of housing policy in Britain. Prior to 1914, the focus of
policy, as we have seen, was on environmental management, and
state intervention occurred mainly to regulate private provision.
Despite the powers granted to local authorities under the Housing of
the Working Classes Act 1890 to provide housing directly, few were
inclined to promote a sustained role for government intervention.
Thus the market model, largely unconstrained by the redistributive
influence of the state, dominated housing policy.

After 1914, however, the state began to be more actively involved in
housing provision, albeit often reluctantly. The new interventionism
not only involved regulation of the privately rented market,
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but also provided subsidies both to in-kind provision (i.e. council
housing) and to private sector house-building. The interwar years
saw the emergence of subsidised local authority housing as a major
tenure in which the quality of accommodation provided, especially
during the 1920s, was significantly better than that provided by the
private market prior to 1914. During this period, the notion of
housing as a social right entered political debate; as controversy
developed over the relative merits of public and private provision of
rented housing, shelter became an important element in the con-
struction of the social democratic welfare state.

The fact that state attempts to meet housing needs took the
particular form of council housing was not inevitable. In many ways
it can be regarded as a fortuitous consequence of war. Before 1918,
various experiments with housing provision for the ‘working classes’
took place, largely in reaction to the failure of the unsubsidised
private market to provide decent housing at a price the poor could
afford. The most notable of these were the model dwelling com-
panies often set up by wealthy philanthropists, which aimed to show
that enlightened private enterprise could provide decent housing at
affordable rents and still return a 5 per cent profit (compared to the 8
per cent plus that was common at the time) to the shareholders
(Tarn, 1973). However, despite subsidised loans taken out via the
Public Works Loan Commissioners and the purchase of land from
local authorities (under the 1875 Cross Act) at below market prices,
philanthropic capitalism failed to provide a model which the private
market was willing or able to emulate on a significant scale (Merrett,
1979).

The First World War was a crucial factor behind the introduction
of subsidies for local authority housing. In the face of a severe
housing shortage, the collapse of building for private rental, and the
threat of social and industrial unrest, political expediency gave birth
to state subsidised provision in kind on a hitherto unprecedented
scale. Alternatives to council housing (such as the private landlord,
central government, and the model dwelling companies) were con-
sidered but, for various reasons, were rejected. The advent of the
subsidised ‘homes fit for heroes’ programme can therefore be seen as
an essentially pragmatic response of politicians faced with a housing
shortage and needing to meet (or buy off) working-class demands
for the right to shelter (see Swenarton, 1981; Ball, 1983; Merrett,
1979). After 1920, governments’ preferred strategy was to stimulate
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owner-occupation, and support for council housing for general
consumption was both equivocal and short-lived (see Forrest and
Murie, 1988, pp. 1541, for a more extended discussion).

The balance of emphasis between a general needs and a residual
role for council housing, while mediated by political ideology, was
often primarily the outcome of pragmatic responses to changing
circumstances. Thus the Housing and Town Planning etc (Addison)
Act of 1919 was passed by a Conservative/Liberal coalition govern-
ment which then axed the programme in 1921 after the threat of
revolution had receded (Swenarton, 1981). Yet despite favouring the
market mode of provision, the Conservative government which
came to power in November 1922 was forced to re-introduce
subsidies in 1923 in the face of a growing housing shortage and the
social unrest that this was causing (Kemp, 1984b). Although the
Conservatives have always been ‘reluctant collectivists’ (George and
Wilding, 1976), for pragmatic reasons they had to accept the need
for council housing, largely because of the failure of the private
sector to provide adequate housing to rent. Thus when the Conser-
vatives were returned to power late in 1924, they did not abolish the
substantial subsidies for council house-building that Labour had
introduced earlier in the year, but rather re-affirmed them in their
consolidating Housing Act of 1925 (Bowley, 1945). While the 1923
Housing Act placed most emphasis on subsidies for private house-
building, it also provided for Exchequer assistance to local authority
construction where it could be shown that such activities would not
hinder the work of private firms.

The organisation and management of public housing has always
been primarily the domain of local authorities, reflecting their early
role in the administration of public health. One consequence of this
is that the socialisation of responsibility for shelter was incremental,
and housing was never a national service in the same sense as health,
education and national insurance (see Kirwan, 1984). This, together
with the facts that house-building has always remained the domain
of private contractors, and that public housing has developed
alongside (rather than provided an alternative to) private owner-
ship, means that, even as a social right, housing has never been a
fully socialised service. This in itself has limited the scope for even
the explicitly welfare-oriented aspects of housing to advance the
aims of social policy. On the one hand, governments have had to
provide building contractors with attractive alternatives to private
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speculation, offsetting lower profits with guaranteed contracts and
part payment in advance; on the other hand, they have been
vulnerable to house-builders acting as a cartel to demand extra
profits for public sector construction. Similarly, the altruistic ideals
of mass public housing have often been foiled by the inability of the
building industry to make effective use of new techniques and
technology. With the advent of off-site prefabrication, for instance,
‘without adequate training or research and based on an essentially
speculative industrial structure, overall unit building costs were
much higher than the traditional building’ (Duncan, 1986, p. 28).
The cost of housing as a social right was thus significantly increased,
and only possible on a large scale because of heavy subsidies to local
authorities from central government (Dunleavy, 1981).

During the interwar years, political differences over the role of
public housing began to cause shifts in housing policy. While the
Conservatives’ Housing Act 1923 anticipated that subsidised council
housing would fill an essentially residual role, Labour’s Housing
(Financial Provisions) Act 1924 gave council housing a general
needs orientation (Merrett, 1979). For Labour, local authority
housing was viewed as a redistributive mechanism to provide decent
housing for the working classes; it was not only necessary because of
the failure of the market, but was also a means of using state
subsidies to offset inequalities created by low pay. Until at least the
early 1960s, Labour continued to advocate a general needs role for
the public sector, even though the requirement that councils should
house only ‘the working classes’ was dropped from legislation in
1949. The view from the right, however, is that the welfare role of
housing policy is to alleviate hardship, not to redistribute wealth.
Thus in 1933 and again in 1956, subsidies for general needs council
house building were abolished by the Conservatives, who held that
the primary role of state housing was to accommodate families
displaced by slum clearance, while the private sector was to satisfy
other housing needs. Though the precise needs deemed eligible for
servicing via public housing have changed over the last quarter of a
century, the view from the right has increasingly stressed the residual
nature of council housing, seeking reliance on the private sector for
general needs provision (the consequences of which are examined in
the next section).

Nevertheless, during the 1960s and early 1970s council house-
building provided generally as well as for special needs such as slum
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clearance rehousing (though the latter was still important). How-
ever, Labour’s housing White Paper of 1965 marked a notable
change in the way council housing was presented, taking them
nearer to the Conservatives’ view. Building for owner-occupation
was presented as the normal mode of provision, but council housing
was relegated to a residual role:

Once the country has overcome its huge social problem of
slumdom and obsolescence and met the need of the great cities for
more houses let at moderate rents, the programme of subsidised
council housing should decrease. The expansion of the public
programme now proposed is to meet exceptional needs: it is born
partly of a short term necessity, partly of the conditions inherent
in modern urban life.

The expansion of building for owner-occupation on the other
hand is normal; it reflects a long-term social advance which
should gradually pervade every region. (MHLG, The Housing
Programme 1965 to 1970, quoted in Merrett, 1979, p. 255)

This apparent move towards a bipartisan political consensus on
owner-occupation (as the normal tenure) and council housing (as
the residual, specialist mode of provision) became more pronounced
in the early 1970s. This is not to deny that there were differences
between the two parties, for these were evident over, for example,
rent controls in the private sector and rent levels in the public sector.
But as the housing market became increasingly polarised between
council housing and owner-occupation, so the political differences
between Labour and the Conservatives over the respective roles of
these two tenures seemed to lessen. The shift was in Labour’s
outlook rather than in that of the Conservatives.

The convergence in attitudes towards council housing was mani-
fested in a view of its role (now that slum clearance had begun to
decline) as providing primarily for ‘special needs’, in particular for
those who were too physically or mentally unstable to use their
labour to support themselves financially (see Harloe, 1982). The
affirmation by Labour of owner-occupation as the normal tenure
signalled acceptance of only a limited role for in-kind provision, and
acknowledged the legitimacy of subsidised market provision. Thus
during this period Labour afforded a relatively circumscribed role
for state provision and assigned mainstream provision to the
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market. This flew in the face of the social democratic ideals behind
council housing. By confirming the new right view of council
housing as an inferior tenure to home ownership, Labour has helped
to stigmatise tenants in this sector. Instead of integrating council
tenants into society, the party has helped to exclude them by
identifying them as poor and unable to provide for themselves in the
market place. The so called residualisation of council housing —
limiting its role, reducing its quality and restricting it to the relatively
poor and benefit-dependent — is a process that has been in operation
since well before 1979.

The stages in this shift away from using public housing as an
element of general social welfare and towards a view which restricts
state support to a relatively limited range of special needs—a shift
away from the social democratic to the market model of provision-
ing —is encapsulated in the history of the Scottish Special Housing
Association (SSHA). Set up in the 1930s to stimulate employment,
the SSHA became a vehicle for experimenting with new building
materials in the 1950s, and during the 1960s served the general needs
of overspill populations created by comprehensive redevelopment
(Al-Qaddo and Rodger, 1987). By the 1970s, its mandate had
changed to emphasise urban renewal, while in the 1980s, the SSHA
focused increasingly on the special needs of elderly people, the
physically disabled and people with learning difficulties. Finally, in
1989 the SSHA (which has a stock of 75,000 dwellings) was merged
with the Housing Corporation in Scotland to form a quango called
Scottish Homes. Among its functions, this body is to take over some
local authority estates with the aim either of carrying out physical
improvements itself, or of devolving ownership and renewal to
housing associations, co-operatives or private landlords such as the
recently formed Quality Street. Scottish Homes is also empowered
to provide grants and subsidies to private companies as well as to
housing associations, and this testifies to its role in advancing the
market model of housing provision. This represents a trend away
from what Wilensky and Lebeaux (1965, cited in O’Higgins, 1985)
call an institutional model of welfare, in which state provision is the
‘norm’ for advanced industrial societies, towards a ‘residual’ model
in which welfare services come into play only when the ‘normal’
channels of provision (the market and the family) break down.
However, despite some superficial similarities in the strategies of the
left and right, changing views about the possibilities of manipulating
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the housing system to achieve social ends have spawned some very
different sets of views about the future of social rented housing.
These views themselves reflect new opinions about social needs,
rights, initiative and aspirations.

It is now widely recognised that a crucial factor in orienting
housing policy to meet social needs is the extension of choice,
flexibility and individual as well as collective responsibility for the
management of lives and environments. For the left, the hope is to
achieve this new menu of choice and responsibility without sacrific-
ing the merits of social ownership. The aim, then, is to extend choice
within the public sector by transforming the way in which housing is
provided. The flagship of this strategy is decentralisation of housing
management (and, indeed, of other local authority services), but it
also encompasses tenant management co-operatives and, for some
on the left, community ownership of former council housing (see
Clapham, Kemp and Kintrea, 1987).

Reflecting its rather different political philosophy, the right’s
strategy to achieve this new framework of choice within rented
housing is built on deregulation and privatisation — processes which,
in practice, have also been accompanied by centralisation. It is the
latter perspective that has held sway in the political climate of the
1980s. The advantages of reducing public expenditure and stimulat-
ing the market have been canvassed with respect to a wide range of
public services and assets (see Le Grand and Robinson, 1984). Given
the opportunities available to, and created by, the strong Conserva-
tive governments of the 1980s, the remainder of this chapter is
concerned with the effects of the current restructuring of housing
provision to bring it more closely in line with market principles.

Housing as a market commodity

Whereas debate in the 1960s was dominated not by the question of
whether to have a welfare state, but by arguments over the form it
should take, by the late 1970s the rationale and achievements of
welfare statism were subject to a severe critique from both the left
and right. The impact of this on housing policy was always likely to
be far-reaching, not least because all governments since the early
1950s have encouraged an extension of owner-occupation and,
therefore, implicitly or explicitly questioned the general needs role of
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the public sector. Indeed, prior to the late 1970s, Labour achieved
more than the Conservatives in promoting ownership. In the present
decade, however, the social role of housing has been redefined by
neo-conservative ideology, and home ownership is increasingly
viewed as the major route to securing a redistribution of wealth and
to providing working-class families with a means of transcending the
lack of autonomy which typifies their lives. Housing has attracted
particular interest from the right as an illustration that state
provision has promoted inefficiency and undermined individual
responsibility; housing policy has become a test case for arguments
with neo-liberal (conservative) economics that the competitive mar-
ket can provide welfare services more effectively than the state.

The policies of the late 1980s, therefore, have succeeded in shifting
the locus of debate away from the issue of whether the welfare state
has embraced its obligations, and towards concern about whether
what is tackled is affordable and appropriate for the public sector
(see O’Higgins, 1985). From the perspective of the right, the welfare
state is a tax burden which contributes to inflation, falling produc-
tion, rising unemployment, and lack of investment. Any economic
recovery predicated on reducing the tax burden was inevitably to
include a critical re-evaluation of the merits of public housing.
Strategically, housing seemed the most appropriate welfare com-
modity to lead the privatisation drive, since it is the one welfare
service whose benefits are continuously and individually experienced
(Whitehead, 1984). Moreover, as an asset and an arena of consump-
tion, privatised housing offers not just shelter, but also the potential
for capital accumulation.

The social policy implications of housing in the present decade,
therefore, must be assessed in terms of a broader debate concerning
the restructuring of the welfare state. Although public expenditure
cuts have been used primarily to reduce the Public Sector Borrowing
Requirement, and might therefore be seen primarily as part of
macroeconomic policy, the withdrawal from state provision in
favour of subsidised privatisation has not been devoid of social
concern. Government intervention to ‘bend’ building society lending
criteria to extend home ownership down-market, intervention to
stabilise building society funds, and the encouragement of easy-start
mortgages, are all examples of attempts to spread owner-occupation
throughout the social class structure (see Booth and Crook, 1986).

Many of these initiatives, like the first major cutbacks in public
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expenditure, originated during the mid 1970s under a Labour
government which viewed the policies as a temporary interruption
to capital expenditure to meet pressing economic needs (specifically,
the cutbacks were pursued in return for a loan from the Internation-
al Monetary Fund in 1976). Since 1979, however, public expenditure
cuts have become part of the economic and ideological package
implemented by a Conservative government whose aim is to stimu-
late market processes by reducing public spending and using savings
to reduce taxation. The aim has been to promote the individual and
collective benefits — symbolic as well as financial — of privatisation. It
is important to stress that the shift that this entails is as much a
product of political ideology as it is a reflection of socio-economic
change. As Johnson (1986) shows, it is not arguments against the
welfare state that are new in the 1980s, but rather their acceptance
and popularisation by the government.

Currently, the government’s attempts to reduce public spending
are justified by the belief that the market can more effectively meet
the many basic needs which, during the 1960s and early 1970s, had
tended to be catered for by the state. This epitomises a more general
crisis of confidence in social policy following claims that it has failed
to reduce inequality or poverty, has been unable to promote social
stability or economic efficiency, and rarely affords individuals
greater freedom (see Le Grand, 1982). Such reasoning (often inad-
vertently) added grist to the mill of the new right by apparently
substantiating the view that state intervention generally fails to meet
its aims and frequently has undesirable, unanticipated effects. What-
ever the rationale, it is generally agreed that from a post-war peak in
public spending during 1975 (achieved after a steady climb over the
last two decades), expenditure declined towards the early 1980s, so
that the present decade has marked a period of unprecedented
budgetary restraint (at a time, ironically, when increases in unem-
ployment and homelessness are creating equally unprecedented
demands on the welfare services). Though this has often been
interpreted as a sign of the wholesale dismantling of the welfare
state, so far it is primarily in relation to housing that there has been a
retreat from direct provision in kind; consequently, it is in examining
changes in the housing ‘service’ that the effects of changing trends in
public expenditure might be best appreciated.

In fact, despite political rhetoric to the contrary (from both the
left and the right), the period 1979-82 saw an annual increase in
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public expenditure (rising from 39.5 per cent to 43.5 per cent of
GDP, according to Robinson, 1986); since 1982, any overall fall has
been slight (see also O’Higgins, 1985). Berthoud (1985) shows that
whereas public expenditure on the social services (at 1983 prices)
rose from £11.7 billion to £36.9 billion in the two decades up to 1975,
the fall between 1975 and 1983 in real terms was less than £2 billion.
Notwithstanding the ideological aspirations of the Conservative
government, therefore, a number of authors now recognise that the
most appropriate focus of interest is not the destruction of the
welfare state but its reorientation. Likewise, in the 1980s, it may be
important to stress not discontinuity with the past (though in some
ways discontinuity is a relevant theme, for example concerning the
symbolic consequences of shifting direct subsidy away from local
authority housing), but a continuity of processes whose culmination
is now being reached (Robinson, 1986; Taylor-Gooby, 1985).

The aggregate figures cited above, however, do disguise some
important changes in the balance of the public spending on different
areas of social policy, and it is in this reorientation that direct
expenditure on housing has diminished. Berthoud (1985, p. 86) thus
points out that the cut in the social services budget between 1975 and
1983 (during which time it fell from 14 per cent to 11.7 per cent of
GDP) was possible ‘almost entirely because government (net) fund-
ing of housing programmes has dwindled so rapidly’. Thus, as Table
2.2 shows, total government spending on housing fell in real terms
by 57 per cent between 1978-79 and 1986-87. As a consequence, the
proportion of all public spending in the UK that was devoted to
housing fell from 8.0 to 4.1 per cent over the same period (HMSO,
1988). This fall reflected a transfer rather than net decline in
spending, since it does not take into account public spending on
housing incorporated, for instance, in the social security programme
(notably, rent rebates and allowances); it does not consider the scale

Table 2.2 Index of public expenditure on housing in real terms
(1978-79=100)

1979-80  1986-87

Housing 100 43
Total public expenditure 100 109

Source: Hansard, 18 March 1988.
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of ‘tax expenditures’ to owners (primarily tax relief on mortgage
interest, and exemption from capital gains tax for those selling their
private houses); it does not include the cost of rate rebates; nor does
it measure the public sector costs of discounts given on council
house sales (see Chapter 4). However, the reduced spending on
public housing does represent a real cut in the welfare budget, and so
contributes to a wider trend in which social policy is becoming
subservient to economic management (Walker, 1982a).

Housing is the one area of the welfare state in which the
Conservative governments since 1979 have been able to make
substantial cutbacks in the public sector. The reductions in capital
spending on housing imposed by the government on local authori-
ties have cut council house-building completions to their lowest
peace-time level since the early 1920s. In addition, there has been a
significant reduction in the number of dwellings owned by local
authorities. The Housing Act 1980 introduced a range of schemes
aimed at promoting low-cost home ownership (Booth and Crook,
1986). The most important of these was the ‘right to buy’ for council
tenants, which allows sitting tenants to purchase their home at very
substantial discounts. Since 1979, over one million council houses
have been sold, two-thirds of them under the right to buy. As a
result, the share of the total stock owned by local councils has fallen
for the first time since they became firmly established as landlords
after the First World War (see Table 2.3).

The sale of council houses is only one of a series of measures
implemented in the name of economic efficiency; these also include
the determination of national targets for rent increases and a
progressive withdrawal of central government subsidy to local
authorities (see Whitehead, 1984). The trend towards subsidised
privatisation is thus one which has progressively undermined the
traditional flexibility and autonomy of local authorities in the
management of a significant portion of the total housing stock. The
trend towards centralisation, and the bypassing of local democracy,
is also occurring within the remaining public sector, most notably
through the promotion of the Housing Corporation (whose propor-
tion of net public sector capital spending on housing rose from 15
per cent in 1979-80 to 46 per cent in 1985-86) at the expense of local
authorities.

The restructuring of the housing system has gathered new
momentum with the re-election of the Conservatives in 1987 for a
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Table 2.3 Local authority housing in England and Wales, 1976-86

Total stock
Year New build Sales 000s %
1976 112,028 5,313 5,285 29
1977 108,483 13,020 5,398 29
1978 87,799 30,045 5,463 29
1979 69,734 41,740 5,459 29
1980 70,824 81,480 5,477 29
1981 49,407 102,730 5,410 28
1982 30,176 202,050 5,230 27
1983 29,923 141,460 5,108 26
1984 29,185 103,180 5,021 26
1985 23,478 93,145 4,943 25
1986 16,089 89,890 4,867 24

Source: Department of the Environment, Housing and Construction Statistics 1976—
86, HMSO, 1987.

third term of office. Privatisation of rented housing provision has
been placed at the centre of policy and was the focus of the Housing
Act 1988. A key objective is to reduce the role of local authorities as
landlords and to introduce other forms of provision, including
housing associations, private investors and co-operatives.

In the privately rented sector, all future lettings have been
decontrolled, whereas previously they were (in theory rather more
than in practice) regulated tenancies which gave the tenant strong
security of tenure and the right to have a ‘fair rent’ registered with
the Rent Officer service. The Housing Act 1980 had already deregu-
lated newly built properties let by approved landlords, and the
Housing and Planning Act 1986 had extended this to include
refurbished properties. Yet this had little effect on the supply of
privately rented housing, which continued to decline (Kemp, 1988).
But the extension of deregulation to include all newly granted
lettings represents a significant increase in the scale of decontrol. The
revival of private renting is also to be encouraged by the extension of
the Business Expansion Scheme to property companies letting
assured tenancies, and also by the power given to local authorities
by the Local Government Act 1988 to provide financial assistance to
private landlords. Thus, encouraging the market provision of rented
housing will require considerable state subsidy.

Future lettings by housing associations have also been deregu-
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lated and are to be made on the same basis as those granted by
private landlords. Previously, housing association lettings had fair
rents determined by the Rent Officer. This deregulation of new
housing associations lettings has been necessary because of the two
other changes that the government wished to make for housing
associations, but it also has a symbolic significance for a government
committed so strongly to the market model. These two other
changes are a significant reduction in Housing Association Grant
and the use of private sector finance (as opposed to borrowing via
the Housing Corporation) for that part of capital costs not met by
HAG (see Chapter 4).

These changes to the way housing associations are financed
(including the way that their rents are set) are of the utmost
significance for the future role and nature of the housing association
sector. They will involve significantly higher rents than those they
previously charged. This will mean that, for the first time since 1974
(when HAG was introduced and the movement began to expand),
housing associations will have to consider the rent-paying ability of
prospective tenants before they decide to whom to grant a tenancy.
This ability-to-pay scrutiny will be made all the more necessary by a
further, and more significant, consequence of the changed system of
housing association finance. For one result of using private finance
to fund their development programmes is that it is the associations
themselves rather than, as in the past, the government, who will bear
the risk. Thus in future any overruns in development costs, or
increases in outgoings as a result of, say, higher interest payments,
will have to be met by raising rents rather than through higher grant.
Housing associations, therefore, will be more subject (to use the
government’s phrase) to the ‘disciplines of the market’, and this is
bound to influence their orientation and action, however much they
may regret the fact. Despite their non-profit status, housing associa-
tions who use private finance to fund a significant proportion of
their development programme will have to act more like commercial
organisations; those who do not will either cease to grow or risk
becoming insolvent.

The Housing Act 1988 gave council tenants the right to opt for an
alternative (non-council) landlord. This new policy instrument
might be more accurately described as the right of prospective
landlords to bid for the ownership of council properties. Council
tenants who have secure tenancies under the Housing Act 1980 will
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have the right to opt out of proposed transfers of ownership to
another landlord. This new policy is called ‘tenant’s choice’ by the
government. Landlords who have been approved by the Housing
Corporation have the right to make a bid for council houses,
whether tenanted or not, the price of sale being the market value of
the properties, subject to tenancy. In order for the transaction not to
go ahead, at least 50 per cent of the tenants eligible to vote must vote
against the proposal in a ballot. If the transfer is not rejected in this
way, those tenants who voted against it remain with the council, but
all those who either voted yes or did not vote are transferred to the
new landlord. Where transfers go ahead, in the case of flats the
freehold of the entire block goes to the new landlord and the flats of
tenants who voted ‘no’ in the ballot are leased back to the council at
the market rent for the duration of the occupant’s tenancy.

In combination, the setting up of HATs and of Scottish Homes,
along with the ‘tenant’s choice’ scheme, could pave the way for a
major denudation of the municipal housing stock. The likely scale
and pace of change is unknown at present. Although the govern-
ment would no doubt prefer to see transfers made to the commercial
private landlord, the prospects for this do not seem great. Most
properties which are transferred will probably go to housing associa-
tions, though it seems unlikely that they could swallow up much of
the council sector within the next decade: there are currently 4.8
million council dwellings and only 0.5 million housing association
dwellings. However, a number of local authorities are in the process
of setting up new housing associations to take over their entire
stock, or are considering selling it to an alternative landlord, thereby
transferring (at least in the case of smaller councils) the properties
from one monopoly landlord to another. If there is to be a large-
scale demunicipalisation of rented housing, it may be through this
route rather than any other.

If tenant’s choice transfers take place on a large scale, it is possible
that local authorities will be left owning a residual rump of unattrac-
tive and unsellable housing in urban areas, accommodating the very
disadvantaged and the homeless. Alternatively, few council tenants
are likely to opt for an uncertain future with a landlord offering
them the prospect of reduced security of tenure and higher rents. At
any rate, the government has argued that its new policies will
increase competition, reduce local authority monopoly ownership of
rented housing, increase choice for tenants, and ensure increased
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efficiency in the housing market. Even where tenants opt to remain
with their council, the very fact that they have the ‘choice’ to
transfer, it is argued, will mean that they should get a better service
than would otherwise be provided. This is believed to be necessary
because, it is claimed, local authorities are inefficient, insensitive,
bureaucratic organisations which have taken control over people’s
lives and failed to respond to their wishes and aspirations (Patten,
1987; Ridley, 1987). In other words, much of the justification for the
radical policies that have now been set in train is presented in terms
of the failure of local authorities as housing managers. But the more
fundamental basis of the new approach is an explicit critique of the
social democratic model and a belief in the virtues of the market.

The advantages to the public of a shift from collective provision in
kind to state-subsidised market provision are presented by the
government as a boost to consumer choice, as enhanced motivation
to maintain properties and residential environments, and as a
widening of opportunities for households to use their homes to store
wealth. The ideological justification for recent policies is derived
from the neo-liberal assumption that individuals (families or house-
holds) have equal opportunity to compete in the market, and that an
unregulated market will not allow excessive inequality of outcome.
The political achievement of the extension of owner-occupation is
social stability in the workplace (since secure, regular incomes are a
prerequisite of mortgage repayment) and a reduction in politically
embarrassing pressure from Labour-controlled local authorities.
The validity of this reasoning, the justification for achievements, and
the viability of the market model are issues to which we return
throughout the book.

Conclusion

This chapter has explored the roles of housing as social policy in the
context of its other roles in an advanced capitalist democracy. In
doing so we explored some tensions between the market and social
democratic models of welfare provision. We first considered the
social concerns embedded in the earliest and most traditional role of
housing policy as a strategy for environmental improvement, sug-
gesting that although improvements to the stock may be important
for public health, policy-makers have not adequately conceptualised
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(or, a fortiori, dealt with) the link they tacitly recognise between the
physical environment and the incidence of social malaise.

We then presented an overview of the development of housing as
a social right, showing how the notion of public housing for general
needs has been increasingly eclipsed by the view that only ‘special’
needs should require the direct attention of the state. The definition
of these special needs is based on the narrow conception of what
constitutes housing disadvantage, limiting it to those whose illness
or frailty prevents them generating sufficient income to compete in
the private market.

Finally, we considered the role of housing in economic manage-
ment, in the context of a crisis of confidence in the welfare state. We
saw that an attempt has been made, most successfully in the case of
housing, to reduce public expenditure as a tool of macroeconomic
policy. We also stressed that the restructuring of welfare was a
political project aimed at reducing state responsibilities in welfare
and promoting the private provision of social policy. Although
couched in the language of choice and reduced ‘dependency’ upon
the state, fostering private housing provision has involved very
substantial subsidies, not all of which (for example, mortgage
interest relief) count as public expenditure as it is defined by the
Treasury. Private provision can really only be extended in housing
(without drastically reducing standards) by underwriting the market
with extensive financial assistance. Thus it is not so much ‘depen-
dency’ that is being reduced, but dependency on public provision in
kind.

This shift towards a subsidised market approach to housing has
involved a marked centralisation in the control and implementation
of housing policy. This centralisation has been necessary to encour-
age and coerce individuals and organisations in the housing system
to engage the market model. It has also moved housing policy and
provision closer to the corporate sphere of influence. Thus not only
has the shift towards the market involved an erosion of citizenship
rights and statutory provision; it has also impaired its sensitivity to
local democratic pressures and responsibility. As in many other
spheres of civil society, the ‘free market and the strong state’
(Gamble, 1983) have been important features of housing policy in
the 1980s.
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Housing Disadvantage

While most of this book is devoted to a critique of the efficiency of
housing policy as a vehicle for achieving some traditional aims of
social policy, this chapter centres on perhaps the most contentious of
these aims, the alleviation of social disadvantage. We argue that
patterns of inequality are much more entrenched than is traditio-
nally allowed for in the market model of provision, and we examine
the extent to which housing mediates, sustains or ameliorates some
wider aspects of deprivation.

The notion of disadvantage is central to many areas of social
science, and it is fundamental to any critique of social policy. The
meaning of the term, however, is frequently taken for granted, and it
is widely treated as an explanatory device rather than as a condition
which itself requires explanation. Partly reflecting this wide and
indiscriminate use, there is little consensus concerning what disad-
vantage refers to. It is rarely distinguished from related terms such as
deprivation, poverty and inequality, and a great deal of intellectual
energy has been expended on terminological debate (some of which
makes little progress in identifying the substance of disadvantage as
experienced by the public).

This chapter sets out a working definition of disadvantage, and
explains why it is a central concept in social policy. The discussion
goes on to show how various forms of disadvantage are mediated by
the housing system. We argue that although housing policy and
practice can confer disadvantage, the housing system also offers
opportunities to intervene to alleviate disadvantage. These opportu-
nities may be exploited both through a greater emphasis on housing
as social policy and by more concerted integration between housing
and other welfare services.

56
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Disadvantage, deprivation and inequality

A review of the literature identifies two broad definitions of disad-
vantage, and we suggest that these may be aligned with the market
and social democratic models of social policy identified in Chapter 2.
The two views are set out below.

Advocates of the market model tend to argue that disadvantage
can be measured on an absolute scale. There is, from this perspec-
tive, a minimum set of requirements for physical subsistence, health
and welfare. Individuals’ progress above this minimum is viewed
largely as the product of hard work and initiative, while continuing
deprivation is depicted as the consequences of individual failure or
entrapment in a collective ‘culture of poverty’. There is an assump-
tion here that disadvantage is synonymous with poverty, and that it
results simply from inability or disinclination to compete vigorously
in the economy. The policy ‘solution’ therefore aims only to raise the
most destitute above a supposedly objective poverty line — the level
of subsistence — and to increase their incentive to participate in the
economy. Inequality is regarded as part of this package of incentives
and is therefore seen less as a problem than as an inducement for
individuals to work harder to improve their own circumstances.

Despite the popular appeal of this line of reasoning, its definition
of the nature and origins of disadvantage are of questionable
validity. Absolute need is not a useful concept, since it inevitably
diverts attention away from political or economic power-broking,
and towards the physical and biological conditions needed for
survival. This ignores the extent to which even subsistence con-
ditions are socially defined, and it can fail to acknowledge that
minimum needs relate not only to the physical necessities of life, but
also to social needs such as the capacity to meet obligations as
producers, citizens, members of families, and so on.

An alternative view, while recognising the authenticity of indivi-
dual and cultural variety in society, rejects both these factors as a
route to explaining how disadvantage arises and why it is sustained.
This social democratic approach depicts disadvantage as something
apart from the social and demographic attributes of those indivi-
duals and groups it affects, rooting it instead in the organisation of
economic and political processes. From this perspective, disadvan-
tage is a relative rather than absolute condition, defined according to
the experience and expectations of particular societies. From this
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perspective, personal attributes related to income, culture, sex and
age cannot themselves be viewed as disadvantageous, even though,
as we shall see, disadvantage may be apportioned according to these
criteria, shaping social structure along the lines of class, ‘race’,
gender, and so on.

This alternative to the market model, based on a broader concep-
tion of what is required for full participation in society, draws on a
useful conceptual distinction made by Veit-Wilson (1986). He con-
trasts deprivation which is related to, or caused by, a lack of control
over resources of all kinds, with poverty, which refers more specifi-
cally to a lack of financial resources. Similarly, Townsend (1987a,
1987b) recognises that deprivation, or life with inadequate material
and social benefits (and, therefore, with an impaired ability to
participate fully in society), is different from —if related to — poverty.
Poverty here refers to the inability to exchange wealth to gain access
to the benefits required to prevent deprivation. This distinction is
important for social policy, since it implies that affluence in the
market place is not necessarily the key to alleviating deprivation,
even though it is undoubtedly helpful; it also suggests that strategies
other than income redistribution — whether this is seen as a market
or state-induced practice — may be necessary to provide individuals,
households and social groups with a fair or adequate share of the
opportunities and life chances available in advanced capitalist
economies. From this perspective, disadvantage may therefore be
conceptualised in terms of the varying combinations of deprivation
and poverty that individuals experience. These conditions are
related, but are not always reducible one to the other.

This second view of disadvantage, as a process impairing the
ability of individuals and groups to exercise their rights as citizens, is
used throughout the book. There are, however, some definitional
and empirical problems which remain to be acknowledged.

At its narrowest, the multi-faceted nature of disadvantage can and
must be tapped with recourse to statistical indicators. While such
empirical documentation is important, its predominance has two
unfortunate consequences. First, because of demand for efficiency,
effectiveness and performance monitoring, the policy-relevant as-
pects of disadvantage have sometimes (though erroneously) been
regarded as inherent in the characteristics of the individuals that
most often experience it: black people, lone parents, older people,
people with learning difficulties, the physically disabled, and so on.
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This is because the characteristics of disadvantaged groups are often
easier to measure than are the separate elements of the disadvantage
they experience. It is, moreover, easier (and less politically contro-
versial) to target policy towards special groups or areas than to
restructure mainstream legislation to deal with the spectrum of
processes conferring disadvantage.

Even though the use of statistical measures has to be accepted as a
rough guide for policy implementation, at least in the first instance,
there is a danger that, in the name of pragmatism or political
expediency, measurable indicators will themselves be regarded either
as the totality of disadvantage in society or as a balanced indicator
of that totality. Certainly, much policy debate has relied on a
relatively restricted range of census variables, including the promi-
nence in small geographical areas of unemployment, overcrowding,
lone parenthood, lack of housing amenities, population decline,
single pensioners, high mortality, and concentration of ‘ethnic
minorities’. Most analysts acknowledge that these indices of disad-
vantage combine differently in different areas (see Sim, 1984;
McDowell, 1979) and admit that the common practice of collapsing
various indicators into a composite measure of disadvantage can
conceal the true nature of the problem. Yet, although it is obvious
that this-mix of variables conflates the incidence and effects of
deprivation, failing to distinguish the nature of disadvantage from
the identity of those experiencing it, such measures continue to
provide the guidelines for much urban social, economic and housing
policy.

At the other end of the spectrum, divorced from the constraints
imposed by the availability of statistical indicators, disadvantage
may be more broadly conceptualised but less easily illustrated.
Nevertheless, Townsend (1987b) shows how an overemphasis in the
statistical literature on the material aspects of disadvantage neglects
some less tangible but equally debilitating components, such as
those related to a sense of isolation, fear and discrimination. Goodin
(1986) takes this a step further, redefining disadvantage in terms of
vulnerability and arguing that individual and collective obligations
arise from the wide range of ways in which some sections of society
are vulnerable to the actions of others. Because this is a textbook,
synthesising existing knowledge rather than developing new meth-
ods, we too are often limited to statistical aggregations and surro-
gate indicators in our analyses of inequality. Nevertheless, we aim,
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wherever possible, to give a flavour of the lived, as well as measured,
reality of disadvantage.

To summarise, in setting out a framework for understanding
disadvantage, we have had to take sides in a debate in the literature
concerning whether disadvantage should be seen as a condition of
‘absolute’ material and social need, or defined relative to some
common norm or minimum acceptable standard for a given society.
We prefer the latter view, which portrays disadvantage as a process
rather than a pattern, as politically and economically inspired rather
than as a product of individual or group behaviour, and as a
consequence of the differential apportionment of a range of citizen-
ship rights rather than as an outcome of individuals’ failure to
compete in the economy. We now move on to consider this in
relation to the operation of the housing system and its links with
social policy and welfare provision.

Disadvantage in housing

Within the constraints of available data, patterns of material disad-
vantage in housing are relatively well documented. There is now a
fairly good picture in Britain of who is disadvantaged by the quality
and repair of their dwelling, by the property rights associated with
their tenure, or by where they live in relation to services, jobs and
other resources, including social and leisure time opportunities.
Murie’s (1983, chapter 4) discussion of variations in housing circum-
stances, and Kirby’s (1979) and Curtis’s (1989) outline of the
geography of housing in relation to that of other welfare services
illustrate well the existence and extent of systematic inequalities in
the housing system. Some of these patterns are examined in more
detail below. What is most obvious from these accounts is that such
inequalities are structured: some groups are consistently more likely
than others to be in the worst parts of the stock, and in the worst
(oldest, most run-down, least convenient and most poorly serviced)
locations.

By simply asking who is disadvantaged in housing we are,
nevertheless, limited to a descriptive account of the inci