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If you know your history

Then you would know where you’re coming from.
Then you wouldn’t have to ask me.

Who the heck do I think I am?
(Bob Marley    Buffalo Soldier)
 Or perhaps?

The tradition of all dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the living

(Karl Marx)
‘Tenants associations in council estates have a long and poorly documented history’ (Cairncross et al 1997)
So few historians or activists have looked at tenants histories it is brilliant to see so many here today. 
To seize back history for the active tenants’ movement is to a large extent for many of us, a political project reconstructing the past to construct a future. We reconstruct the past by using the ‘really useful knowledge’ of history of activists, ‘activist wisdom’ as it has recently been described (Maddison and Scalmer 2006). It is part of an attempt to contest common sense, to culturally empower activists, and, with them, to change their world – in my case linking historical research with the practice of democratic popular adult education through gatherings like this.
But ‘looking’ suggests an uncontroversial view which we all have about these histories. I am going to argue that looking in certain ways is actually a political barrier to us being able to use history for future action.

People and movements make history

Looking at tenants’ history affirms a crucial historical truth – that people and movements have shaped housing history and development. In fact looking at working class history in general should affirm this apparent self evident fact. A few of us have maintained a tradition of ‘history from below’ a ‘hidden history’. This has been a history of struggle, of direct action, political campaigning, AND of organising, negotiation and lobbying successfully for laws and policies. 
We have begun to document the times when the history of tenants surfaced and shaped events which even the most blinkered of historians now recognise as important to housing, social and political history. Some of these we are revisiting today.
1915 Glasgow and other Rent Strikes

The 1930’s tenant movements, unemployment and Fascism

The 1946 Squatters

Rent Strikes in the 1970’s

The ‘Troubles’ and tenants in Derry and Divis

How the Poll Tax campaign brought down Margaret Thatcher.

This is still by no means a history that has shaped the mainstream or is particularly well known. Other struggles and tenant movements have attracted even fewer researchers and are allowed only grudgingly to surface. Sarah Glynn’s recent comparative work on Jewish tenants and the Communist Party in the 1930’s, and Bengali tenants and the New Left in the 1970’s is a rare and welcome exception. The homes and sites struggles of Roma people and Gypsies and Travellers are slowly emerging in the work of activist researchers like Marion Horton of the AdEd Knowledge Company.
Why is tenant history neglected? Labeling and Stigmatising Working Class tenants
One of the main problems and barriers  in looking at tenants history is still the patronizing and condescending attitudes Edward Thompson remarked on in his ‘Making of the English Working Class’ researched here in Yorkshire in the 1960’s. Working-class neighbourhoods have been stigmatized and demonized since Victorian times. To the Victorian elites the poor lived in ‘warrens’ and rookeries’ and the poverty was often synonymous with crime, as illustrated in the novels of Charles Dickens.  Jack London wrote of travels ‘into the Abyss’ of the East End of London.  These attitudes to working-class housing distanced commentators then and now from the reality of working-class experience.  Working class areas have continually been labelled with the image of an ‘underclass’, the undeserving poor. Welshman (2006) documents at least eight reconstructions of labels for the undeserving poor and their neighbourhoods since 1880. 
These crude blinkers of class has meant that the real stories of activism and struggle have been neglected for a story which has fitted the prejudices of a middle class ‘gaze’ which sees many tenants as ‘idle thieving bastards’. Even recently the ‘low life’ smears on a Dewsbury council estate reminds one that this tradition of generalising from a few extreme and deviant lives still thrives. In ‘reality’ television and film we are presented with a degrading and cartoon image of poor working class ‘estate’ life. Consider this description of a current film release and the director of

‘Fish Tank’ ….her choice of the rundown social housing estate as the lab bench upon which she dissects the putrid entrails of our post-Thatcherite society. …….. and the squalid human existence that the film depicts. (Michael Collins review 13 Oct 2009 www.OpenDemocracy.net)
Lynsey Hanley in her book ‘Estates: an intimate history’ gives one of the few useful popular histories of the council estate but cannot resist blaming ‘it’ for the ‘wall in the head’ – the lack of ‘aspiration’ for ‘social mobility’.
‘To be working class in Britain is also to have a wall in the head, and, since council housing has come to mean housing for the working class (and the non working class) that wall exists unbroken throughout every estate in the land’(Hanley p149)

Will Hutton guru and adviser to New Labour goes even further
 ‘Britain was never communist, but all round the country, there is a physical tribute to communist thinking. This is the country with the one of the biggest concentration of vast council housing estates in the world rivaling even the former Soviet Union and China in the sheer scale of the dismal concrete sheds in which we collectively house the poor……….. It is not British civilisation that ails … It is British council estates. We made them. Now we need to unmake them, doing whatever it takes.’ (Observer Feb 2007)
Of course this labelling is not confined to council estates. Poor working class areas in general, with both tenants and house owners, and particularly where Black and British Asian, and minority communities live, are labelled as dangerous, ’broken’, and in need of demolition and gentrification.
The labeling and stigmatising literally ‘colour’ a history of tenants through racist stereotyping. Looking back we seem to be leaving the rose tinted nostalgia for ‘doors left open’ and ‘family and kinship’ to replace it with a denial of multicultural history and a focus on allegedly ‘white’ working class areas.

Looking back, from where?
If working class community life in general and its histories have been distorted and neglected by social historians then the task of looking for tenants struggle and the history of a tenants movement which we are engaged in today is even more difficult to separate from current prejudices and new political languages. We are invited to look for ‘mystery shoppers’ in history rather than tenant activists.
Gareth Steadman Jones once said that ‘History is in the present and in the head’. Nowhere is this truer than in tracing the distortions of accounts, present and past of the tenants’ movement. The most recent history of Hulme in Manchester and tenant activism actually simply wipes out most of the twentieth century history. Some examples of struggle are mentioned but
‘Despite these examples of early activity, before the late-1960s tenant action was the exception rather than the norm.’ and in fact ‘Tenant actions paralleled wider social changes which included an increased awareness of consumer rights and market choices.
……a more sensitive and assertive welfare-rights and consumer-rights citizenry was emerging. This was highlighted in the 1980s with Thatcher's Right-to-Buy policy, which represented a partial political catch-up with this changed citizenry, but of course did not address problems of the nation's social housing stock.’(Shapely 2008)
Thus here we are now looking at tenant history through a language of ‘consumers’, ‘markets’ and ‘choice’ – exactly the language used over the last two years to construct a quiescent and ‘partnership’ ‘Tenant Voice’ nationally to continue an agenda of housing deregulation and privatisation.(with of course a few council houses thanks to tenants and their allies in DCH !)In 1998 under a Labour regime I was asked by the CIH to remove all references to privatisation in my history of tenants under  the Conservatives in the 1980’s and 1990’s and replace it with references to ‘choice’. I refused.
In fact even the term ’social housing’ is a political invention of housing academics in the 1980’s who felt that they were keeping the idea of council housing in political debates when the actual term council housing had been erased from government language and policy. The terms ‘tenants’ and ‘residents’ have similarly been a political language battleground for over twenty years.
Looking at tenant history also exposes just how we have allowed working class politics and rebellion to be separated out into the false and misleading ‘zones’ and compartments of ‘community’, ‘trade union militancy’ and ‘politics’. 
Before the First World War what we would now describe as civil society was the site of an ideological war between a middle class social movement based on ‘philanthropy’, and an emergent proletarian based labour movement.

It was not simply ‘cold charity’ – with the money given went a moral and political offensive. Housing for the working classes, particularly the so called ‘model dwelling houses’ programme of philanthropists Peabody and later Guinness, was not so much about providing popular affordable homes as a model for the rest of society, but a remoralising exercise, an educational and training process towards ‘respectability’, a ‘controlled environment of enforced respectability.’ (Wohl 1977 p.164).Guinness borrowed from Peabody ‘the use of iron railings and gated entrances which could be closed and locked at nights…. The combination of the enclosed, barrack like appearance with the presence of resident ex-military estate superintendents, armed with considerable power and authority, served to create an ordered enclave, separated from the surrounding neighbourhood.’ an army of occupation billeted on the people. (Malpass 1998 p 7)  Octavia Hill part of this movement and a major influence on early council house management was on record in her hostility to tenants defence leagues and associations.

It was this philanthropic mind set which led  to attempts to control political tenant ‘agitational’ organisations linked to the labour movement by persuading tenants on council estates after 1919 to think of themselves more as community associations running the local community centre.

 ‘Community Associations’ were deliberately organized to undermine tenant organizations.  The Liverpool Council of Social Services tried to head off the tenants’ associations by recruiting them into a Liverpool Community Committee in 1927.  Ernest Barker, at the time a member of the National Council for Social Services, advocated a ‘Community Council’ on the Norris Green Estate in Liverpool arguing:

The title ‘tenants’ Association’ does perhaps suggest as the basis of your union that you are a tenant, and have a landlord confronting you, and that there is antagonism between landlord and tenant.  I know the Tenants’ Associations transcend their names.  They are in effect Community Associations.  But I have a sneaking preference for the title ‘Community’. It has a deep human effect – that you have a neighbourhood feeling towards each other as good neighbours.’  (Quoted in Yeo and Yeo  pp.234-244)
It is arguable that in very different neo Liberal New Labour times the government as part of its ‘regeneration’ policies has revived this strategy.It has set an agenda of partnerships and neighbourhood renewal and management, and an agenda of sponsored associations and neutered national organisations, which has meant the demise of ‘agitational’ federations, and a stress on disadvantaged disorganised communities who need ‘capacity building’. Recent research has demonstrated the effectiveness of these attacks by the actual decline in the number of tenants associations in ‘regeneration’ areas over the past ten years.
Thus looking back tenant movement history is artificially separated from local working class ‘community’ direct action initiatives in squatting, (apart from 1946) building clubs, land occupations, and  ’self build’ plotlands. Colin Ward in his writings has to some extent managed to remind us of the connections and reconnected them. (See as one example Ward 2002) 
Trade Unions are about work not tenants

We are also now all convinced that there is something called ‘trade unionism’ and something else called ‘community activism’. In most definitions trade unions are excluded from descriptions of ‘voluntary organisations in civil society’. Yet the unions are the largest democratic, self-help, working class organisations existing in civil society, they happen to have their main focus of activity in the world of work. Aren’t factories, school kitchens, call centres situated ‘in the community’ then? Aren’t many tenants’ union members, even union reps? Apparently not in our heads – ‘in dominant discourses’ work and community are separate categories. Historically there was no division. The ‘labour movement’ in the UK produced a range of linked social movement organisations. There was also a very similar range of institutions in other societies as they industrialised and became ‘proletarian cultures’. 
These social movement links were of course never without their contradictions. Intra-class tensions meant that the labour movement’s dominant ‘skilled’ unions and politicians often distanced themselves from the poorest communities. Ramsay MacDonald, in 1908, secretary of the emerging Labour Party declared that

‘The Labour Party (would) never willingly touch a slum population or one that has shown no signs of intelligent initiative, like trade unionism and cooperation’ 

In fact for much of their histories, tenants’ organisations have been seen as allies and reflections of the trade union movement in working class neighbourhoods. Trade Unions defend the interests of workers through wage bargaining, tenants defend their interests through bargaining on rents and tenancy conditions. This link in working class action was spelled out by
George Lansbury one of the Poplar councillors jailed in 1921 for demanding increases in poor rates, and an early leader of the Labour Party in the Daily Herald of 1912

‘Has not the time come for organising a strike against paying rents to slum landlords?….. We are of the opinion that the formation of Tenant Societies to resist the exactions of landlords by all possible means might wring great benefits from that selfish class, even as Trade Unions have extorted concessions from grasping employers…. Such an organisation, powerfully directed, might make history.’
From the landlord’s side housing was also used in the class war against the unions
‘The tied cottage, as the Duke of Marlborough, with typical aristocratic arrogance once openly said, was a weapon forged ‘to keep the labourers in check’…It not only kept farm workers in check, but mocked at democracy itself…. Tied cottages were not prevalent until attempts were made to form agricultural trade unions in the 1870’s’ (Wynn 1993 p.183)
In actual fact the history of tenants’ organisations has always been connected to what we must still call the labour movement and the history of trade unions and their political roles. South Yorkshire is certainly an example of this history Interestingly DCH in recent years at a national and to some extent at a local level has broken down this artificial construct with joint campaigning with trade unions.

A question of politics and defiance

Looking at tenant history then we have to throw off some of the blinkers of language and historical vision which have attempted to cut off the current ‘awkward squad’ of tenant activists in the movement from their rebellious history and roots. Uncovering tenants’ movement history is fundamental to ‘teaching defiance’ to weary activists, and to the next generation of activists. (Newman 2006)
Perhaps the most central issue which muddies the water on tenants’ movement history is that of politics. There has been a debate between those who reject the notion of there being a tenants’ movement in the last thirty years because tenants organisations have become non political social and welfare organisations, and historians who have traced the continued development of a politicised tradition of activism linked to developments in working class Socialist and Labour politics.
Council tenants have always been ‘unique citizens’ – their landlords have been their political representatives, and their activities have thus always been ‘political’. This central fact has meant a deep interest by politicians in political mobilisation of tenant organisation. Herbert Morrison, Peter Mandelson’s grandfather, built a political base on the council estates of Lewisham. According to Tory mythology he threatened ‘to build Conservatives out of London’ (Hosken p 124) The careers of miner councillors in South Yorkshire show a similar picture. 
Arguably it was the tenant movement in labour politics which established council housing from 1919, and established from 1945 council housing at the centre of the Social democratic Welfare State. As Paul Foot has argued

‘Perhaps the most democratic achievement of elected Labour over the whole century was the building of council houses to let at rents the workers could afford. Labour (and Tory) councils, encouraged by Labour Governments, built more than 14 million council houses. The endeavour was the essence of social democracy. It was socialist because it favoured the workers and the poor. It was democratic because the landlord was the elected authority, responsible to the tenants.’ (Foot p 421)
Certainly from the 1890’s to the 1960’s tenants’ organisation and activity was an integral part of Left politics with alliances and leadership drawn from the ILP, Labour Party and the Communist Party. It is instructive to note that in fact the ‘non party political’ declaration now standard in most tenant organisation constitutions probably originated in the 1960’s with tenants not wishing to be swept up in the witch hunts against Communists which had characterised the 1950’s. In 1953 the Annual Report of the Yorkshire Regional Council of the Labour Party reported that the Leeds Federation of Municipal Tenants’ and Householders’ Associations had been ‘exposed’ as being ‘Communist controlled’.  The report also noted with satisfaction that the idea for an All Yorkshire Committee of Tenants’ Associations had been defeated (see Grayson 1991).
Continuities of a movement
We now know a little more about tenant campaigns and direct action in rent strikes in cities in the First World War; their alliances with the National Unemployed Workers movement, and links to the Communist Party in the 1930’s where ‘housing campaigns were used as a strategic weapon in the fight against fascism’ (Glynn 2009 p.294), and through the post war Squatters’ movement. We are beginning to understand the role of tenants’ organisation with Bengali tenants in the East End thanks to recent work by Sarah Glynn (Glynn 2005)
We can document the political attacks on the politics of tenant organisation from Bristol Conservatives after the defeat of 1926 banning all Labour meetings and activity on their estates, through the battles in Leeds in the 1930’s, Merrylee Conservative sales of the 1950’s through to the gerrymandering of Lady Porter, and the fight back from the Walterton and Elgin tenants in the 1980’s. (Hosken 2006)
There is much work to be done on the 1970’s and 1980’s particularly how tenant activists and the tenant movement in general was sucked into Labour electoral politics as councillors and incorporated through the phenomenon of tenant participation, and ‘sponsored’ tenant organisation.
As Sarah Glynn puts it talking about the Bengali Housing Action Group, an incorporation process‘that fragmented the hopes of another generation of activists into a hundred committee rooms’ ……‘The passion and anger of the rebels was not directed into structured radical politics. Ideas of community organisation were readily taken up by a new generation of activists but also by the state and the political establishment who were ready to co-opt them into the existing system.’ (Glynn pp 540,542)

The important point is that those who are documenting the tenants’ movement can identify political resistance and defiance breaking out in different forms – not simply through predictable ‘labour movement’ channels.
In 1974 a description of activists attitudes make this clear
‘Not surprisingly, participants in land and housing movements widely acknowledge that direct action works when legal means fail. In 1974, public housing tenants went on a rent strike in Barking, England. Most strikers possessed little confidence in electoral channels: 77% felt their opinions were not taken into account in the way the country was run, and over 70% thought their opinions were not taken into account in the running of their own housing project. In response to the question, "In your opinion, what are the most effective ways by which people like yourself can influence the government?" 49% chose collective action, such as strikes and demonstrations, and solidarity as the most effective means; 1 % even subscribed to revolutionary means and violence." (Corr 2000)
Twenty years after the Poll Tax we can identify in this massive campaign plenty of evidence of tenants groups being at the heart of the poll tax unions. 
Tenant ‘participation’ research, despite its detached academic stance, consistently reports the continuity of political awareness .For instance in 1997 it was found that despite general assumptions less than one in five tenants interviewed thought tenants associations were ‘too political’ (Cairncross et al p.125) The most recent survey in 2006 reminds us that the fundamental conflicts between landlord and tenant in ’social’ housing which generate the politics of the tenant movement have not changed
‘So far as ‘the underlying power dynamic between local authorities and tenants, a strong case can be made for arguing that tenant participation per se changed little during the period. The desire to retain power and control over tenant participation was a key feature of the approach taken to tenant participation of all nine case studies used in the study.’ (Hickman p222)
In emerging histories of campaigns against transfer and privatisation, some of which we will hear today, it is very apparent that tenant movements have these political and rebellious continuities. In the recent transfer campaigns in Scotland activists have celebrated the ‘volatile housing history’ of Scotland and ‘see the campaigns as but the latest episode in this long ‘tradition’ of tenant campaigning…….. several ‘No’ campaigners were quick to seize on these legacies of the past in their opposition to transfer.’ (Mooney and Poole p29)
If we can ‘seize on these legacies’ today I think we will have a successful conference.
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