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“Hatherley is a hugely knowledgeable and passionate advocate for architecture and planning, a cracking writer, and an undervalued figure of the left. This intelligent and — yes — optimistic polemic is an extraordinary feat, very timely, and should spark debate among all good socialists. Sad to say, our current political placeholders are almost entirely ignorant of the material relevance of architecture and planning to social equity and to the success of our overdue house building programme. For anyone daring to tackle social issues, Red Metropolis should be compulsory reading.”

— EMMA DENT COAD, LABOUR COUNCILLOR FOR GOLBORNE WARD AND MP FOR KENSINGTON, 2017-2019.

“No one else writes so clearly yet with such elegiac intensity about the symbiosis that exists between history and the built environment, or the lives that are caught, mangled and realised in its midst.”

— LYNSEY HANLEY, AUTHOR OF ESTATES: AN INTIMATE HISTORY

“This book captures, like no other, the way London local government has been a tumultuous political battleground and the breeding ground of radical political ideas and social movements, whilst at the same time there has been an often unacknowledged subterranean exercise of brilliant administrative initiative. It is a fervent critique of the translation of progressive political imagination into concrete, often too literally concrete, reality. It stands as an excellent basis from which to launch the next wave of radical thinking about the future of the capital.

— JOHN MCDONNELL, DEPUTY LEADER AND CHAIR OF FINANCE OF THE GREATER LONDON COUNCIL, 1981-85, AND SHADOW CHANCELLOR, 2015-2020
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There is no London stock, no standard London speech — there is no common London type. Our origins and our characteristics are very mixed. So I’m not sure what London is. I am not sure who the Londoners are. But I love London; I love the Londoners.

Herbert Morrison, How Greater London is Governed, 1935
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Preface: London in Limbo

I spent the first moments of 2020 on the balcony of a top-floor ex-council flat in Bermondsey, with a frontal view of the Shard, the ninety-five-storey edifice owned by the Qatari royal family that is the tallest building in Britain. As the 2020s approached, the spiked tip of this glass tower threw red, white and blue searchlights across the sky, and sparkled from bottom to top with electronic light. After wondering, through much of the 1990s and 2000s, what happened to the future, I felt foolish. Here we all were, in a futuristic skyscraper city at breaking point, with an authoritarian nationalist government aided and abetted by a servile press that had repeatedly and demonstrably lied to keep it in power, in strict lockstep with a global hegemon headed by a sociopathic reality TV tycoon. Happy new year to Mega City One, Neo-Tokyo, Metropolis, Beszel and Ul Qoma — here we are, in the future after all.

In one clip of footage from New Year’s celebrations on the Thames, doing the rounds on social media on January 1, a familiar chant could be heard from part of the crowd, to the tune of the White Stripes’ “Seven Nation Army”. “Oh, Jeremy Corbyn”. I saw this first on the account of a recently unseated Labour MP, who was held up to ridicule — hadn’t she ever heard “Seven Nation Army” before? But having seen crowds the size of a demonstration turn out to leaflet for that former MP earlier the same month, I wasn’t at all surprised. A group of drunk and teary ex-canvassers, no doubt, having their bittersweet last word.
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London in 2020



The short book you have in your hands was written between December 2019 and February 2020, then rewritten that April and May. Originally intended as an essay in the New Left Review’s series “Metropolitan Disorders”, in the writing of it a planned 7000-word vignette became a 14,000-word essay,1 and then this 50,000-word book. It was conceived as an argument for the achievements of municipal socialism for an audience — the Mandarin Marxists of the NLR — who I would expect to be hostile to such Labourist “reformism”, with town halls an unlikely force to hold back the ruthless capitalist tide of History, capital H. Joined to this history of governmental anti-capitalism in the capital was an attempt to come to some sort of preliminary reckoning with the shift to the left here since 2015, and the startlingly little we have to show for it.

It is, however, mostly a work of History, albeit in a manner currently very unfashionable: an account of events explicitly in the service of a particular political tendency (although I hope it can be read with interest by those who are not already convinced). Most of all, this book aims to bridge the gap between the two sides of the local left: the local social democratic state that has improved the lives of millions for the better, through aggressive, top-down transformations of health, housing, leisure and work; and the local social movements that have brought in the unruly energy and the strong democratic commitment that the most radical bureaucrats can too often forget about.

It was rewritten in April-May 2020 under quarantine. At the start of the process of lockdown, at the beginning of March 2020, it seemed as if the programme the left had fought for so bitterly was about to be implemented as a means of stopping the Covid-19 outbreak from capsizing industrial civilisation altogether. Government-underwritten income guarantees. A state takeover of the railways. Local authorities given a deadline to house every single person sleeping rough in their borough. Broadband considered as a public service, something for which the Labour manifesto had been roundly mocked just weeks earlier. A Universal Basic Income, the demand of a futurist left, was briefly considered as a plausible Tory government policy. Meanwhile, as the 2017 and 2019 Labour manifestos were ransacked for policies, a bizarre and negligent government response to the pandemic turned Britain from a relatively insulated island into the worst-hit place in Europe. Opinion polls showed no government had been so popular in decades.

As I finish this book, London is in suspended animation. In mid-March, I watched from my window — being medically in an “extremely vulnerable” group, I was not supposed to go outside — at the point where a prestigious Georgian street meets a large Southwark council estate. Daily, people waited outside their flats with bags at their feet, to be picked up by large cars. Several of the Georgian houses now have grilles over their windows so that they don’t get burgled in their owners’ prolonged absence. Planes on their way to the second-busiest international airport in the world have almost disappeared from the skies; the silence is broken only by the helicopters of the London Air Ambulance. For most of the day, the street is given over to either the lycra-clad or the psychologically damaged. Many of the homeless, irrespective of their new municipal bed for the night, can be seen walking around the empty streets, dazed; this stops only during the collective Thursday evening clap for a National Health Service, whose staff have lacked the most basic protective equipment. When this happens, the balconies and gardens of both the Georgian houses and the council estate suddenly throng with people who usually ignore each other. There is now a Mutual Aid group on our street, as if we were suddenly in late-nineteenth-century St Petersburg. A friend in north-east London has posted photographs of his municipal park being converted into an open-air morgue.

In this limbo, it is hard to predict how much of the city described in the latter two chapters of this book will still be in existence in five or ten years’ time. I hope, however, that its argument — that London can be, and has been, a city governed in the interests of the majority of its people — will continue to be relevant.


Introduction: Our Flag Stays Red

London is a country coming down from its trip.

— Danny, Withnail and I, 1986

As Londoners woke up on December 13 to the horror of the general election result, it was cold comfort to realise that most of us had not voted for the winners of an almost completely unforeseen Conservative landslide. The 2019 general election marked the fourth time in just over four years that London veered from most of the rest of the country in a national vote. In the 2015 general election, otherwise a poor performance from Labour, the Tories lost hundreds of thousands of votes and important seats in the capital, despite the fact that they still held the mayoralty at the time, at the tail end of Boris Johnson’s administration. In the 2016 EU referendum, London joined Scotland as the most monolithically pro-Remain part of the UK. In most of England the 2017 general election saw strong votes for both Labour and the Tories, but in London the government was routed, with even Kensington falling to Labour, and several of the south-east’s commuter towns and “overspill towns” registering sharp leftward swings, as if London’s politics were seeping outwards. 2019 was not on the face of it a great triumph — Kensington was lost to the Tories in exceptionally grim circumstances, and hopes of unseating the Prime Minister and the loathed deviser of punitive “welfare reforms” Iain Duncan Smith (in the suburban seats of Uxbridge and Chingford, respectively) were dashed. But even then, Labour gained votes in several constituencies, and gained one seat, Putney, the only Labour gain of the entire night. Nationally, swings of 10% delivered astonishing shocks such as Rother Valley, Leigh and Durham West falling to the Tories, not only erasing almost completely Corbyn’s impressive gains in the election two years earlier but flipping seats that had been Labour for a century — and all the while, London barely budged from 2017.

This was explained with various conventional wisdoms, as the fall in the Labour vote in the north and the Midlands was ascribed to a “Culture War”, where a metropolitan left lost touch with its “heartlands” — an imaginary “red wall”, invented by Tory strategists during the campaign, had fallen. The fact that this process had begun in earnest in Blair’s second term was seldom mentioned. A critique made frequently by the left in the last decade — that Britain, and especially England, is unbalanced by the overwhelming dominance of London — has been adroitly borrowed in the aftermath of the election by Johnson’s County Durham eminence grise Dominic Cummings, with unlikely promises of infrastructure bonanzas and the tellingly atavistic proposal that the House of Lords move to York (the fact that Theresa May’s strategist Nick Timothy made similar noises, to no avail, is also conveniently forgotten). In 2019, most seats in larger English and Welsh cities remained Labour — Manchester, Salford, Sheffield, Birmingham, Bristol, Nottingham, Leicester, Leeds, Bradford, Coventry, Cardiff, Swansea. But apart from in the still red Metropolitan Counties of Merseyside and Tyne & Wear, Labour seats in suburbs and smaller towns fell to Boris Johnson like ninepins. Only Merseyside, a strongly socialist political anomaly, wholly mirrors London’s voting pattern since 2015 — three Labour landslides at general elections and a Remain vote in 2016.
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December 11 2019, Putney
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December 13 2019, Camberwell



The facts are these. Relative to the country it governs, London is the single most powerful capital city of any medium-sized country on earth. One aspect of this has always been thus — the centre of political power, at Westminster and the financial centre in the City of London, have been fixed in their positions since the Middle Ages. This was challenged, to some degree, by the emergence in the early nineteenth century of enormous factory conurbations in the English Midlands and north, and in central Scotland and south Wales; but the eclipse of British industrial power since the Second World War has reinforced London’s dominance. New Labour’s devolution programme offered Scotland and Wales partial escape routes, largely by creating miniature Londons built on bureaucracy and real estate in Edinburgh and Cardiff, and an astute neoliberal administration in Manchester has managed to rebuild some of its lost clout since the late 1990s — but these are minor trends compared to London’s all-encompassing supremacy. London’s population — the city limits house nearly nine million, a historic high, which doesn’t count an enormous travel-to-work zone that gives it a metropolitan area encompassing around fourteen million people — is around five times the size of its nearest UK rivals, Greater Manchester, Birmingham and Glasgow. In terms of regional divergence, the result is stark — as Tom Hazeldine has pointed out in New Left Review, the gulf in wealth, living standards, productivity and much else between London and the south-east, and the north, Wales and Midlands, is so vast that Britain is now more economically divided than Italy or post-reunification Germany, and by far the most regionally unequal country in the European Union.1

Juxtaposed with its neighbours, London compares somewhat in scale to Greater Paris and the Ile de France, but Paris’ dominance over France is softened by the strength of local government and the quality of local infrastructure in Marseille, Lille, Lyon, Bordeaux — somewhere like Le Havre (pop. 170,000), for instance, has cultural and public transport infrastructure that is far more developed than in, say, Leeds (pop. 790,000). Berlin and Madrid, the second and third largest cities proper in the EU, each have less than half the population of London; along with Rome, Warsaw, Bucharest, they face much stronger regional rivals. Although Athens’ dominance in Greece is more extreme than London’s over Britain, it is a far smaller country. The sway of the marooned imperial capitals of Vienna and Budapest over Austria and Hungary is more comparable, or Riga’s dominance over tiny Latvia. Istanbul, most of which is in Europe, is bigger than London, but it is nonetheless governed from Ankara. Only Moscow, with its rapacious vastness and radical economic variance with its impoverished host nation, is truly similar, and even then, St Petersburg is more a genuine rival centre than Manchester or Birmingham.

This is not at all an inevitable or even predictable state of affairs. London shrank drastically, losing around two million inhabitants, between 1940 and 1980; it only returned to (and then exceeded) its 1930s population in the 2010s. This was the result of a deliberate shrinking of the capital and the resettling of Londoners in new towns and in “overspill” across the suburban and rural “Home Counties” that surround it. By the early 1980s, London faced similar, if less apocalyptic, mass unemployment, deindustrialisation and “managed decline” as Liverpool, Manchester or Glasgow. What has made this shift possible — and ultimately, created its stark electoral divergence with the rest of England — is a peculiar combination of cultural and economic trends. It is on one level the historic consequence of Thatcher’s Rottweiler Norman Tebbitt’s demand that the northern unemployed “get on their bikes and look for work”, which in practice has meant the radical depopulation and ageing of towns and cities across industrial England. That work came out of an expansion of the City of London in the mid-1980s, when large swathes of former dockland became an even less regulated “second City”, but it also came out of the fact that London became the unquestioned national centre of the Culture Industry, a much-trumpeted beacon of sexual and racial tolerance, a post-imperial melting pot. Yet this latter — which takes in not only thousands of people from West Africa, East Asia, Latin America and Eastern Europe every year, but also thousands of escapees from the stricken landscapes of Barrow-in-Furness, Bridgend, Bradford or Bilston — is the long-term consequence of this ultimate capitalist city being governed, when it has been governed, from the left.
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Neighbours — Brunswick Park, Camberwell. Home to Boris Johnson for several months in 2019.
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Neighbours — Sceaux Gardens, Camberwell. Where six people were killed in a fire caused by poor quality renovations in 2009.



Conventional accounts of London’s history all concentrate on the “two Cities”, and their explosion across the south-east of England between the seventeenth and twentieth century. This is a matter of two clear centres of power, each with their monumental, instantly recognisable central buildings. The square mile of the City of London is the Roman city, the boundaries of its rotten borough “Corporation” those of the Roman walls — a financial centre and entrepôt comparable to an Amsterdam or a Hamburg, with its cathedral at St Paul’s and its docks just next to the Tower of London, a fortress founded by William the Conqueror, who also created the governmental seat a few miles west in the City of Westminster, identifiable through the industrial fantasy Gothick of the Houses of Parliament and the incremental spiky accretions of Westminster Abbey. The pedant or enthusiast for Jacobean theatre might add to these the City of Southwark, just across the Thames from St Paul’s, with its shabby, mostly Victorian cathedral set until recently among stinking warehouses.
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The Roman Wall
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The Three Cities — The Tower
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The Three Cities — Westminster
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The Three Cities — Southwark



The history then tends to trace from these an organic, accidental spread of suburbs, generation after generation — Covent Garden and Holborn link the City and Westminster in the seventeenth century, with dockside industrial towns emerging around the same time in Deptford, Greenwich and Woolwich that would eventually be absorbed by London2; but the real explosion comes in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, when London first became the biggest city in human history (it held this accolade until the 1920s). The flat-fronted “Georgian terrace” begins to carpet Middlesex, Essex and Surrey, giving the resulting city its inner districts aristocratic (Mayfair, Belgravia), bourgeois (Camberwell, Islington, Notting Hill) and proletarian (Stepney, Paddington, Lambeth). These were joined in the mid-nineteenth century by “railway suburbs” similar to those in the industrialised north and the Midlands, such as New Cross, Tottenham, Finsbury Park, Acton, and the expansion of the City’s East End into an immense, brutally impoverished sub-proletarian zone of casual dock labourers and what would today be euphemistically called “informal” trades.3 Finally, in the twentieth century, spacious, leafy suburbs stretched out into open countryside in places like Pinner, Sidcup, Hillingdon and Ilford, until all this was finally stopped by the creation of a “Green Belt” in the 1930s. That there is London, and so the story goes, there it has remained.
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Industrial London — former Siemens site, Woolwich
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Warehouses in “Outcast London”, Wapping



This, we are often reminded, was all laid out by the Invisible Hand. London was never subjected to a plan of any kind; after the Great Fire of 1666, Christopher Wren, then reshaping the City’s skyline with baroque domes and steeples, proposed a continental-style rational replanning around straight streets and rond-points, but anything that got in the way of property rights was poison to the City’s burghers.4 This was a polar opposite to Absolutist capitals like Paris, Berlin, Vienna or Petersburg; contemporary London still has the monarchy occupying large chunks of its central space, but Buckingham Palace more resembles a Victorian hospital than it does the Winter Palace, and Hampton Court is no Versailles. And all those suburbs were speculative, knocked up cheap, their gentlemanly classical facades applied by agreement to chaotically built ventures — the famous London phenomenon of “Queen Anne front and Mary-Ann backside”. So it would remain, up to the “Mock Tudor” semi-detached houses on the outskirts. In this reading,5 London was suddenly disrupted by an outbreak of “planning” after the Second World War, with unpopular concrete housing estates and motorways stamping rectangular onto the winding streets and alleys, a mercifully short interruption of a laissez-faire reign that resumed with Thatcherism, when “market forces” reshaped derelict docklands into a second home for the City at the gleaming skyscraper enclave of Canary Wharf. What this narrative has no room for — what is almost written out of popular histories, bar a few token nicknamed references to Ken Livingstone (or “Red Ken”) and Herbert Morrison (or “Good Old ‘Erb”) — is London’s third centre of power. Rather than the seat from which the Empire or the island is governed, or the honeypot of its pioneering and ruthless capitalism, this was a centre of municipal socialism, and the place from which the capital governed itself. Over ninety years from the 1890s to the 1980s, it built up a local welfare state every bit the equal of those in Vienna, Bologna or Stockholm.
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Georgian London — Finsbury
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Georgian London — Greenwich
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Georgian London — Peckham



This third centre, too, had — to a degree, still has — a specific and easily identifiable geographical location, messed up only a little by office blocks and chain bars, and it’s what is colloquially still called “the South Bank”. It begins, if you cross the Thames at Westminster, with the enormous County Hall, built in the 1910s and 1920s to house the London County Council (LCC), London’s government between 1889 and 1964, and the Greater London Council (GLC), its successor from 1965 to 1986. When it was abolished by Margaret Thatcher, leaving London as the only major capital city in the world to not have its own government, County Hall was vindictively sold off for a fraction of its value to a Japanese hotel company (today, as a kitsch leisure complex, it’s the only part of the South Bank where you will seldom see Londoners). In 1951, the London County Council bought various light industrial sites here for the Labour government’s Festival of Britain, and gradually built up the Lambeth and Southwark riverbank as the cultural showcase the laissez-faire city never had — the Royal Festival Hall and National Film Theatre in 1951, the Queen Elizabeth Hall, Purcell Rooms and Hayward Gallery in 1968, the National Theatre in 1979. This was then continued in the 1980s by the Greater London Council-sponsored Coin Street Community Builders, a co-operative who reshaped an Oxo warehouse into a social housing complex right opposite St Paul’s. By the end of the 1990s, this had been joined by a freakish reconstruction of the Elizabethan Globe Theatre, the Tate’s colossal, Albert Speer-sized modern art museum, and finally, in 2000, opposite the Tower, this ensemble would be completed by a new seat of government for London’s new mayoralty and elected assembly, City Hall, in a sleek glass building. Some indication of changed priorities could be seen in the way that City Hall was rented from the developers of a privately owned, privately patrolled office complex called MoreLondon, largely owned by Kuwait’s sovereign-wealth fund.
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Overpriced Victorian London — Walthamstow
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Classic Suburbia — Dollis Hill
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Municipal London — LCC Tenements in Deptford



Looked at in this way, London’s apparent political anomalousness starts to make more sense. This has much more often been a left-wing city than a conservative one, and even the neoliberal success story that it has become after the mid-1980s has largely been administered from the left. In the twenty-first century it has spent eight years under the rule of a professedly socialist administration, and four under the “soft left”. Residues, habits of mind and ways of living created by socialist administrations and social movements have lingered in the financialised capital. Moreover, the first victims of London’s system are usually Londoners, whether the millions forced into insecure and dilapidated housing and sixty-to-eighty-hour working weeks, or the seventy-two murdered residents of Grenfell Tower. Looking at London’s ignored history as a centre of local socialism also offers a potential way out for a city which is now, it is clear, governed by a party that has as little legitimacy there as the Conservatives did in Scotland in the 1980s and 1990s. There is much precedent here, and much for the left to learn from — after all, the capital’s two most extensive and radical experiments in municipal socialism, in the 1930s and 1980s, were direct responses by the local Labour Party to catastrophic national defeats. More than this, a great deal about what a Boris Johnson government may be like can be ascertained from how he governed London between 2008 and 2016; acquiescing with London’s cultural and social settlement while lucratively exacerbating its appalling housing situation — a combination that worked for him for a time, but ended with the Conservative Party rendered unelectable in most of the city.
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The South Bank




1: “Building the Tories out of London”?

The London County Council, 1889-1964

In our opinion (I speak here for the Socialist League) the workers will only waste [their] time and energies by trying to get their members into parliament, so that I repeat we are free from regretting the extreme feebleness of the attempts that have been made in this direction. On the other hand the County Councils (newly established) in the great towns and especially in London are showing signs of life and a tendency towards Socialism which were certainly never looked for by the Tory party who brought in the bill which created them; and it may be well hoped that they will form a rallying point for the people against the centralising bureaucratic Parliament which in England is sure to be reactionary up to its last days. For indeed what is that parliament but a Committee defending on behalf of the Capitalists those “sacred rights of property” which it is the business of Socialists to attack.

— William Morris, “A Report on the Progress and Condition of English Socialism” (1889)1

London was in no way a pioneer in municipal socialism. The deliberately limited form of “gas and water” socialism implemented by Liberal administrations in high Victorian Birmingham and Glasgow from 1872 on was decades ahead of the capital; the bill that created the modern city councils in 1838 in Manchester and Birmingham had deliberately excluded London. As a Greater London Council brochure commented on the eve of its abolition in the mid-1980s, “Parliament has always been nervous of creating a unified and powerful authority right on its doorstep”2; until 1855, London was administered by three hundred different and overlapping boards and bodies. The local expropriation of basic utilities or urban transport networks by these powerful industrial cities was only very partially paralleled by the Metropolitan Board of Works that existed between 1855 and 1889. This was the first body to be set up which finally legally recognised that London had expanded way beyond the corrupt burghs of the City of London and the City of Westminster, belatedly administering London as the giant metropolis it had become. The Metropolitan Board’s largest early project, the sewer network, was built in the wake of the “Great Stink” of 1858, when the stench of a shit-choked Thames — which, of course, runs alongside the Houses of Parliament — made government business unpleasant. This was a presentiment of how much parliamentary interest in metropolitan local government has emerged only when parliamentarians are severely inconvenienced.
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The London County Council Crest
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William Morris Mural, near his home in Walthamstow



The appointed board was not an elected local government, and despite important achievements such as the sewers, the Embankment and many of inner London’s parks, it was less a parallel to Birmingham’s “municipal socialism” so much as a rather shabby partial emulation of Haussmann’s Paris. It cut several boulevards through central slums, always refusing to rehouse slum dwellers and only allowing charities to build “model dwellings” on the resultant streets; these new straight streets, such as Charing Cross Road, Shaftesbury Avenue or Southwark Street, remain bleak, seedy and visually uncoordinated. It took several corruption scandals to see the Metropolitan Board finally replaced with a council elected from the start by both male and female suffrage (until the early 1900s, with a property qualification) every three years. The “Bloody Sunday” riots in Trafalgar Square in 1887, and especially the Great Dock Strike of 1889 (which took place the year the new body was founded, and saw the East End working class becoming organised and politically active for the first time) will have spooked the government, and influenced its decision to give London some autonomy. The new London County Council covered most of London as it existed by the 1880s, with some exceptions, particularly in East and West Ham, where the most noxious industries managed to escape its relatively strict regulation, but it did stretch as far in the south-east as heavily industrial Woolwich, a centre of imperial arms production. Later industrial complexes such as the vast Park Royal site in west London would be strategically placed outside the LCC boundary. From 1899 onwards, the LCC’s power had to coexist with that of the metropolitan boroughs, which were founded by the Conservative government explicitly as a means of curbing the LCC; most of them were expanded parishes such as St Pancras, Stepney, Deptford, Camberwell, Paddington, Stoke Newington and so on.
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Before the LCC — Model Dwellings in Bermondsey



Lib-Lab London

The LCC, from its very inception, became an experiment in local socialism. It was officially intended to be non-partisan, but this was always fictional. Until the 1920s, when a conventional Labour/Tory/Liberal divide emerged, its main factions were the Progressives and the Municipal Reformers (until 1906 known as the Moderates), who were roughly coalitions of Lib-Labs on the one hand, and Tories with Liberal Unionists on the other. The Progressives governed London for sixteen years, from 1889 until 1907, one of the three long periods of left-of-centre government in the capital. The Progressives, though essentially the Liberals under a pseudonym, were much more open to the forces that would soon construct the Labour Party than the Liberals were at a national level. George Bernard Shaw and Sidney Webb were both members of the Progressive LCC, as were the working-class trade unionists John Burns, Labour co-founder Will Crooks, and Ben Tillett, then a member of the vaguely Marxist Social Democratic Federation — each had been prominent leaders of the Great Dock Strike of 1889, contemporary with the LCC’s formation. Their class consciousness was explicit. As Will Crooks once put it, “you talk of a British Empire on which the sun never sets. I was born in a London alley in which the sun never rose.”3 Yet, given all three of these figures ended up on the “social imperialist” right in later years, it’s plausible to see this formation as a presentiment of the Labour right-wing.
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The Stoke Newington Metropolitan Borough Crest



In the context of the time, however, the Progressive LCC was regarded “a ginger group on the Liberal left, anxious to drive the party in Radical or even ‘socialistic’ directions”.4 Their ambitions were often surprisingly extensive; the historian John Davis notes that “in the more adventurous Progressive fantasies (London) developed into a general vision of municipal direction of the local economy, encompassing municipal bakehouses, municipal pawnshops, even Lord Monkwell’s idea of a ‘practical socialism’ leading men ‘to such a state of mind that private property might be usefully and considerably diminished and public property increased’”.5 Council housing was an inextricable part of the Progressive LCC’s project. The Housing of the Working Classes Act in 1890 was, in the words of one historian, “passed largely at the instigation of the LCC”; its novelty lay in the fact that “whereas previously council housing was intended as replacement for dwellings demolished for slum clearance or improvement schemes, the 1890 Act introduced the innovation that local authorities could build housing to augment the existing stock”.6 That is, it did not merely step in where the market could not tread, it directly competed with the market. The Labour influence, meanwhile, could most obviously be seen by the fact that the second Progressive administration, elected in 1892, linked LCC wages to union rates and created the Works Department, a Direct Labour Organisation to carry out building projects, beginning with the Boundary Estate in Shoreditch.

In Patrick Keiller’s 1994 city-portrait London — to which we will return — the film’s hero, Robinson, walking north through the metropolis, pauses in this place, built almost exactly a century earlier. It is a “fragment of utopia” which he “contemplates for hours”. We see it for around a minute, a static camera shot of leafy, bright red Arts and Crafts tenements, with Asian children playing games between the flats. The Boundary Estate has a claim to being the first municipal housing estate in the world, and it set a standard that would not always be maintained in the subsequent eighty years. Designed under the direction of the socialist and Arts and Crafts architect Owen Fleming, the head of the LCC’s first Architects’ Department, its combination of high-quality materials, urbanity and spaciousness — continued soon after at the Millbank Estate in Pimlico — made it the finest mass housing constructed in the capital until the Camden Council projects of the 1970s. In terms of its visual lushness and spatial generosity, this contrasted sharply with the charitable Peabody Trust “model dwellings” of the High Victorian era, with their unfortunate resemblance to barracks or prisons, but like these, this was a project for the “deserving poor”. Politically, it should be judged on two levels — both as a project of the radical Works Department, and as an attempt at socialist housing.
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LCC inspiration — William Morris’ Red House, Bexleyheath
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Nowhere



As the former, it stands up extraordinarily well. The Works Department was, at the time, by far the most controversial aspect of the Progressive LCC. The notion of setting up a publicly-owned and democratically-controlled building company that would pay union rates was considered extremely dangerous both by the private building industry and by pro-business opinion in Britain more generally. This battle is now widely forgotten, but it takes up much of one of the only serious histories of the Progressive LCC, Susan D. Pennybacker’s A Vision for London. The Works Department, she argues, was the first real example of “socialism” as an institutional political project since the time of the Owenite communities — that is, since the utopian experiments of the early nineteenth century.7 The Times compared it to the “ateliers-nationaux of 1848”, the revolutionary workshops of the first socialist revolution in France; more straightforwardly, they called it “communism in London”.8 The Progressive left were not shy about the comparison. One of John Burns’ manifestos for the LCC was called The London County Council: Towards a Commune, with the 1871 Paris Commune still in recent memory. During the 1900s, the LCC were dragged through a long court case designed to crush the Works Department, and it was abolished when the Conservatives took the LCC. However, one of its principal aims was clearly achieved. For Owen Fleming, architect of the Boundary and Millbank estates, the proof of the programme’s rightness was in the superior workmanship of those estates, and looking at them today, with their red tiles and brickwork gleaming and with the trees they planted still sheltering their courtyards, he was clearly correct.
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An Arts and Crafts Entrance, Millbank Estate
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The Instantly Recogisable Peabody ‘Dwelling’, Covent Garden



As a project of socialist housing, a model for the rest of the country in the future, the record is more complicated. The Boundary Estate swept away the Old Nichol slum, which then had a life expectancy of sixteen — but a mere handful of the Old Nichol’s inhabitants were able to afford its rents, which were high so as to pay for the loans used to buy off the site’s many slum landlords.9 As David Rosenberg relates, the compensated landlords included


Richard Temple-Nugent-Brydges-Chandos-Grenville, third Duke of Buckingham and Chandos, who owned a plantation in Jamaica and 10,482 acres of Britain, including thirty-eight Nichol properties. His heiress Lady Mary Morgan-Grenville, eighth Baroness Kinloss was able to remain masked until 1892 when she had to break cover in order to collect her compulsory purchase compensation for the houses. Another owner of houses in the Old Nichol was Sir Edward Colebrooke, 1st Baron Colebrooke, a Church of Scotland High Commissioner.10



Most of those who moved in were skilled workers, many of whom, as Rosenberg notes, were Jewish —, a fact which the right had no hesitancy in pointing out. This was by far the best working-class housing ever built in London, by a considerable distance, but it failed in its initial aim of rehousing those who lived in the original slum.

This led to a change of tack with subsequent projects, such as the White Hart Lane Estate in Tottenham, or Totterdown Fields in Tooting — both of which were outside of the LCC boundaries, where land was cheaper, but also, where the buildings could spread out, with single-family houses rather than flats. They continued the Boundary and Millbank estates’ William Morris-inspired attention to detail, craft and elegance as much as utility, and their cheaper rents meant that they housed more working-class tenants — who, of course, would no longer be able to vote in LCC elections. This is something close to what would now be considered an ideal for most working-class families — a nice, well-built, pretty traditional house in the suburbs with a front and back garden. At the time, it was often experienced as a displacement. Pennybacker cites a contemporary conversation in a working men’s club, recorded in the Cornhill Magazine:


The County Council? Look what they’ve done down Clare Market way! Pulled down half the houses, turned the people out of the other half as insanitary, and then let tenants into them and sent all the respectable people to go and crowd into Holborn as best they can. When they get up their new buildings will they let them to you and me? Not much. Look what they charge down in Shoreditch. They’ll let us go to Tottenham, that’s what they’ll do.11



Moreover, the “Outcast London” of the East End would rarely benefit from the social projects of the LCC and, especially, the boroughs, which built themselves from 1890 on. “Only 11 of the 28 new borough councils built any public housing between 1890 and 1913… the poorer boroughs of East London managed very few or no council houses in this period.”12 One of the few telling exceptions is the colossal, proto-modernist dosshouse of Carrington House, Deptford, built in 1903. The coverlets in its hundreds of beds had the LCC crest sewn into them.
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LCC Suburbia — Totterdown Fields, Tooting
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LCC Housing at the White Hart Lane Estate, photograph by Daniel Trilling
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The LCC’s Monster Doss House



This era would also see the first example of one of the metropolitan boroughs serving as a left-wing outrider for the main government of London. For the Progressive LCC, that borough was Battersea. Based around the heavy industry in this riverside borough south of the river — particularly, the railways — early-twentieth-century socialists, skilled, non-conformist and autodidactic, thrived here. Like the LCC, Battersea Metropolitan Borough Council set up its own in-house Works Department, the Battersea Direct Labour Organisation; this control of the building process was considered to be as “necessary to the well-being of the community” as “municipal housing, electric light, libraries, baths”.13 Its showcase here was also a large housing development, council-built, council-owned and council-administered — the Latchmere Estate, just north of the tangle of railway lines going into Clapham Junction. Architecturally, it was of a similar quality in terms of detail to the tenements of the Boundary and Millbank estates and the cottages of White Hart Lane and Totterdown Fields — but much less of a break with the existing pattern of working-class housing in London. The Latchmere Estate is a richer version of the London terrace, on a grid, with of course more trees and open space than would be common in the average speculator’s row of houses. This relative lack of “utopian” and visionary imagery might reflect the Battersea Progressives’ greater grounding in a specific, localised and active working-class community.

Battersea went further than the LCC in specifically drawing attention to its radicalism in its street naming. As David Rosenberg outlines, in August 1903, “at the opening ceremony John Burns said: ‘The land has communal origin, the streets bear democratic names, the whole plan, history and achievement is redolent of the common victory of the common people.’” So


on the estate, Freedom Street runs parallel to Reform Street… one street is named after a Boer general (Joubert), another after William Matthews, a stonemason who chaired Battersea’s Stop the War Committee during the Second Boer War. All a far cry from the streets a few hundred yards west, such as Candahar Road, Cabul Road and Khyber Road, which celebrate British military adventures of the late 1870s.14



Of course, sympathy for the Boers was an odd sort of anti-imperialism, but it seems to have run deep among Battersea socialists. In 1913, the Labour Progressive John Archer was elected the first Black mayor of a London borough, and it was in the Latchmere Estate that the Communist MP Shapurji Saklatvala, elected in 1922, would find his greatest support.15 Archer was his election agent. That this extraordinary situation — of Black and Asian Marxists running a London borough — would not recur until the 1980s says something both about how far left Progressivism could go, and about how conservative the London Labour Party would become.
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Reform Street, Latchmere Estate, photograph by Alex Macpherson




[image: image]

Burns Road, Latchmere Estate, photograph by Alex Macpherson



There was an uglier side to London Progressivism, however, and it lay mainly in its fierce Puritanism — the Methodism that was notoriously as much a component of the British Labour movement as Marxism. Upon opening the Latchmere Estate, John Burns expressed his pleasure that it “would not be tainted by an off-licence or degraded by a beer-shop”. As John Boughton points out, “it was for him — as it was probably for the large majority of the respectable new tenants — a ‘sanitary oasis in a wilderness of jerry-built houses’”.16 Few if any of the LCC estates of the Progressive era included a pub. It was this fierce hostility to pubs, music halls and prostitution — which Burns personally combined with an enthusiasm for eugenics and antisemitism — that helped contribute to the Progressives’ eventual defeat in 1907, not because working-class voters stopped voting Progressive, but because of a huge turnout by disgruntled “rate-payers”. Alongside this, a petit bourgeoisie that often relied on rental income had been infuriated by the deliberately depressive effects of the LCC’s building programme on the market; by “1907, the year of the contest that ushered in 27 unbroken years of Conservative control of the LCC, interest rates were up, few houses were being sold, and many in the electorate could feel the force of a 40% decline in the property market”.17 It was perhaps unwise to deliberately destroy housing speculation while there was still a property franchise in elections.

The Works Department’s projects — in housing, education, public transport, the fire service, night schools, art colleges, technical schools, many of which would be housed in fine Arts and Crafts buildings by the Architects’ Department — were carefully publicised by the Progressive administration. Sometimes this publicity was a little patronising. One LCC election poster for the 1907 election depicted a moustachioed, apron-wearing teacher writing on a blackboard the words:


PROGRESSIVE LESSON NUMBER 1, IN PLAIN ENGLISH. “WHEN THE TORIES OWN CAPITAL, THE MODERATES CALL IT BY ITS RIGHT NAME, CAPITAL. BUT WHEN THE PEOPLE OWN CAPITAL, THE MODERATES AND THE YELLOW PRESS CALL IT DEBTS TO FRIGHTEN FOOLS”
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The London Buddhist Centre, Globe Town, formerly an LCC Fire Station
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An LCC School of the Progressive era, Denmark Hill



Not for the first time in London’s local government, “controversy was the basis of its popularity”.18 This made it vulnerable both to parliamentary hostility — Tory governments regularly vetoed the LCC’s attempts to expand its power — and to national electoral shifts, when it was liable to turn against the government of the time. The Progressives lost London in 1907, a year after a Liberal landslide at a general election, and the Municipal Reformers — essentially protectionist Tories, who had gained the LCC as a result of a suburban revolt against taxation and grand projects for the benefit of the London working class — would govern until 1934. However, as Susan Pennybacker points out, even after 1907 “Progressivism was outlived by its municipal staff, who remained in office as lifelong appointees”.19 The Tories abolished the LCC Works Department in 1909, but boroughs such as Battersea continued to use their own Direct Labour Organisations. When Labour retook London in the 1930s, these would become the norm. The notion that London’s local government should be interventionist and aggressive was retained, ironically by those who had resisted those policies every step of the way when they were being implemented by socialists.

The Municipal Temple

The Municipal Reformers, however much they got into power through appealing to suburban prejudices, carried on some of the grand Progressive projects. In fact, they became grander, at least in scale. This era at the LCC is best remembered for two huge building projects: the enormous, flat Becontree Estate in Dagenham, an interminable series of architecturally undistinguished semis to serve the Ford factory then under construction; and the LCC’s headquarters, County Hall. The latter is a great example of what was lost when the Works Department was abolished — all the richness and attention to detail and public space of the Progressive estates has disappeared, in favour of a straggle of bland neo-Georgian houses. Although it has some pleasant tree-planting and landscaping, Becontree provided evidence for the Progressive belief that architecture and housing were too important to be executed by the private building industry.

County Hall, though, was something else. Begun in 1911 and opened in 1933, this mammoth neo-baroque complex was placed directly opposite the Houses of Parliament, and was on almost the same scale. Its imperial grandiosity and symmetry was a total rejection of the warmth and irregularity of the Progressive council’s Arts and Crafts architecture. It replaced this with a chilly, Piranesian grandeur, close in effect to the various imperial government complexes being built at the time in, say, Pretoria, New Delhi or Belfast. Upon seizing this building in the 1981, the radical socialist administration of Ken Livingstone was shocked at County Hall’s labyrinthine complexities and attendant culture. Andrew Hosken, a sharp historian of London politicians, describes the encounter:


County Hall was a self-contained, hermetically sealed world with twenty-eight restaurants and seven miles of corridors… shortly after their takeover Livingstone and Keith Veness toured their new domain. On the fifth floor they came across a strange room with a huge chain and padlock securing the door. Their guide, a senior officer, claimed he did not know the purpose of the room and nervously suggested they move on. Veness was suspicious and threatened to cut the chain with the bolt croppers he always carried as the manager of a housing estate in Hackney. A key was hastily produced and the door was opened revealing a huge Masonic temple, simply another facility on offer alongside the cinema and after-hours chess club. The temple was swiftly turned over to the newly formed Women’s Unit.20
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Landscaping in Becontree, photograph by Daniel Trilling
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The Largest Council Estate in Britain, photograph by Daniel Trilling
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London’s Parliament



Yet elsewhere, there were clear and undeniable continuities. As in other cities — Liverpool, most obviously — the inter-war Tory administration was surprisingly interested in the experiments of Vienna City Council under the Austro-Marxists, then the largest showcase of municipal building in the world. Alongside the suburbia of Becontree, the LCC of the 1920s would build several inner-city tenement schemes in a monumental, neo-Georgian style, usually with decent flats but poor, scrubby public spaces. The grandest of all, the Ossulston Estate in Somers Town, most closely resembles the Viennese precedent, with a sequence of heroic archways nearly capturing the spirit of Vienna’s Karl-Marx-Hof. Its central building, Levita House, was named after the head of the LCC at the time, the Liberal Unionist Lt Col. Sir Cecil Bingham Levita.

While this was taking place, London was expanding more rapidly than it had for decades, with the inter-war years seeing the metropolis spread completely over the county of Middlesex, making it entirely urban. Its proletariat resembled less and less that of “Outcast London”, but was becoming like that of the north, with co-ops, unions and labour clubs spreading across the inner boroughs. There was a vast new semi-detached suburbia, built mostly by speculators and occasionally by the LCC and the local boroughs, mostly outside of the LCC’s jurisdiction; heavy industry followed suit, in Park Royal, the Royal Docks, Stratford, and Dagenham, and light industries for a consumer market in Wembley, Hayes or Brentford, as in the “Golden Mile” of Art Deco factories along the Great West Road. This spread was actively encouraged by the business activities of a largely privately-owned transport system. The LCC controlled the tramways, but the tube was split between two rival private conglomerates — the original Metropolitan Railway, founded in the 1860s, which bought up, developed and marketed large swathes of the Home Counties into a petit-bourgeois “Metro-Land”, and the Underground Group, founded by the Chicago magnate and criminal Charles Tyson Yerkes, which built the first deep-level tubes from the 1900s onwards, and which developed its own pet property speculations at Edgware and Golders Green. The boroughs, however much they were intended as a spoiler to the LCC, became major centres of local power, with large building programmes that included some gorgeous, if rather self-congratulatory, town halls.
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In the Arches of the Ossulston Estate
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Distressed Mock Tudor, Beddington
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The Gillette Factory, on the Golden Mile



There is an obvious reason why the Conservatives stayed in power continuously in County Hall between 1907 and 1934. The London left, disappointed by the failures of Progressivism locally and the Lloyd George government nationally to truly reform British capitalism, gave up on the always quixotic project of using the Liberal Party as a means of gradually achieving socialism. Not only was the left vote now split between the Liberals and socialists, but by the 1910s there were at least four major, partly competing leftist projects in London — the trade unionism of the Labour Representation Committee, the romantic socialism of the Independent Labour Party, the syndicalism of the Socialist Labour Party, and the hard-nosed Marxism of the British Socialist Party. It wasn’t until the 1919 local elections in the aftermath of the First World War — and the removal of the property franchise — that a coherent London Labour Party, formed out of the LRC and the ILP, became a serious electoral force. The BSP and the SLP meanwhile, had merged into the Communist Party of Great Britain, which had much closer links to Labour in the 1920s than official histories tend to admit. In 1919, Labour won control of most of the poorer boroughs in London, only to lose all of them in 1922 except for the mostly south London strongholds known at the time as the “Five Red Boroughs” — Battersea, Bermondsey, Deptford, Poplar and Woolwich.21 While the LCC itself was out of reach, these became the venue for the experiments in a more aggressive, class-conscious local socialism. Four of them were the sort of places that had been enthusiastic for Progressivism — respectable, non-conformist factory districts with a makeup similar to the industrial north, with co-operatives, strong trade unions, sports clubs and other self-organised working-class bodies. The big exception was Poplar, one of the bleakest outposts of Outcast London.
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55 Broadway, the Headquarters of the Underground Group, then of London Transport
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Interwar Suburban Municipal Splendour at Hornsey Town Hall



Poplar’s councillors, upon taking power, noticed something curious about how the London County Council was funded. Each borough paid the same amount into the LCC, irrespective of how capable they were of raising the funds through local taxation — so that, for instance, Kensington’s contribution was the same as Poplar’s. The Poplar Labour Party was a very heterogeneous group, reflecting how much London politics had not settled into its familiar form. Poplar Council was led by the Independent Labour Party’s George Lansbury — editor at the time of the popular socialist Daily Herald — with significant roles played by communists such as the new Alderman, the Jewish Marxist Minnie Lansbury (née Glassman — she was George’s daughter-in-law), and Susan Lawrence, a former Conservative LCC politician who was pushed to the socialist left by her experience of London local government. They were united on an ambitious programme for this desperately poor area. The mass unemployment that was the result of the end of the wartime industrial boom, combined with the legacy of appalling housing, casual dockside labour and brutally means-tested and meagre state benefits, needed immediate redress. A large spending programme on poor relief, housebuilding and healthcare, with all workers at the council to be paid full union rates, would be funded by simply refusing to pay the rate to the LCC. This was, of course, illegal. “Better to Break the Law than to Break the Poor”, was their slogan. In 1922, thirty Poplar councillors were jailed. They were released after six weeks, upon major public pressure, though only twenty-nine came out — Minnie Lansbury died of pneumonia in Holloway Prison.
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Early Poplar Council Housing
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The Minnie Lansbury Clock, Bow



The minority Labour government’s Local Government Act of 1929 brought in reforms which answered Poplar’s specific grievance, but there was much more here at stake. As Noreen Branson pointed out in her account of “Poplarism”, although “disagreements appeared to centre round the issue of immediate tactics, in reality they went deeper, embracing two closely related questions: what was meant by socialism and how to achieve it”; that is, whether by “constitutional” means or by “direct action”. As she noted, “that Poplar was a case of ‘direct action’ could not be gainsaid; the local councillors had taken illegal and unconstitutional steps to coerce Parliament into changing the law”.22 This was bitterly opposed at the time by others in the London Labour Party. Lansbury and Poplar’s main opponent was Herbert Morrison, the unquestioned boss of London Labour between the wars. Morrison remains one of the most interesting of Labour politicians, and Labour’s transformation from a social movement into a party of government owes more to him than perhaps any other figure — particularly given the fact that his record in running London from 1934 onwards was so clearly more successful than that of Ramsay MacDonald in running the country, in the disastrous minority governments of 1924 and 1929-31. Morrison, a policeman’s son from Stockwell, had been an evangelical member of the Independent Labour Party in the 1910s, and in this capacity he was a conscientious objector in the First World War. Due to a childhood infection he was blind in one eye, and could have been exempted from service for this — instead, he insisted on refusing to fight on socialist grounds. According to historian Graham Taylor, the young Morrison “could quote Marx at length”, and did so in court; on being asked what his religion was by the board at his hearing as a conscientious objector, he replied, “I belong to the ILP and Socialism is my religion” — and therefore, he could not in all conscience support a capitalist war.23 In the 1920s, he became Mayor of Hackney, chair of the London Labour Party, and a ruthlessly committed administrator. Morrison’s hostility to Poplar was based on trying to ensure its illegal “direct action” politics didn’t become official Labour policy across the capital, in which he succeeded — something aided by his expulsion of no less than twelve different local Labour Parties in the mid-1920s, in each case due to the significant presence of Communist Party members.24

Morrison’s rationale for this was that Labour had to “prove itself” to the electorate across the capital, by acting “responsibly” in government. “This meant”, Branson noted, “among other things, acting lawfully.”25 Morrison was intent on taking control of the machine of social reform that the LCC had built up between 1889 and 1907, and making it work for a gradual, constitutional transition to socialism. Poplar, meanwhile, was “deliberately refusing to man the machine anymore”.26 This dichotomy would return again in the 1980s. Poplar was vindicated to a degree, much later — its total opposition to the means testing of benefits would become a consensus with the Beveridge Report during the Second World War — but Morrison wanted to win elections, in the here and now. Here, there was a paradox. The fear of Poplarism seems to have genuinely contributed to Labour’s mixed fortunes in the 1920s beyond the “Five Red Boroughs” — a constant media campaign claimed that “equalisation of the rates meant equalisation of wealth”,27 and that Poplarism was communism in action. This seems to have spooked an often small-c conservative working class outside the inner London red bases. Yet Poplarism was phenomenally successful in Poplar itself, where the councillors were regarded as heroes, and won enormous majorities. Again, this would recur with the municipal socialists of the 1980s, whose successes in the GLC, Haringey and Lambeth (and in Liverpool and Sheffield) were made the subject of a constant tabloid hate campaign that likely helped keep Labour out of power in the suburbs.

In terms of how they imagined a new London would look, however, the Poplarites were radical traditionalists. Strictly opposed to tenement housing, these romantic Marxists dreamt of replanning this dockside slum into a garden city. By far the borough that went furthest in this direction was Bermondsey, under the mayoralty of Ada Salter and with her husband Alfred as MP. Both of them were from the pacifist, anti-imperialist and lifestyle-enthusiast wing of the ILP,28 and upon taking power in this strike-prone, highly organised riverside borough, Ada Salter set up a “Bermondsey Beautification Committee”, which planted thousands of trees and flowerbeds across its dank streets. This was to be extended by a radical plan to demolish two-thirds of Bermondsey and rebuild it as a garden city of cottages and quadrangles, of which a fragment still exists at Wilson Grove. By the end of the 1920s, however, both Bermondsey and Poplar had reluctantly shifted towards building flats, modelled, like the LCC’s Ossulston Estate, on Vienna, “with beautiful inner quadrangles, floral beautification on balconies, and playing areas for the children”.29 In the Twenties and Thirties, workers in Bermondsey wore flowers in their lapels in tribute to the policies of their council. This was not intended to be merely ameliorative. In Alfred Salter’s words, “we are not out merely to make Bermondsey just more tolerable, more habitable. We do not merely want to ensure a rather more tolerable existence for ‘the working classes’. We are out to abolish the working classes as such and create a classless society. That is what we mean by socialism.”30 He genuinely believed that planting trees in Bermondsey was a first step on this path.

It is this complex picture — a professional middle class often moving out of the LCC boundaries via an incoherently administered transport system, and an increasingly active, unionised proletariat shifting leftwards to a Labour Party testing out what it considered to be “socialism” in the boroughs — which led to Labour taking the LCC in 1934, and holding onto it for the next thirty-three years. The Labour project that took control then was quite explicitly a response to the colossal defeat of Labour at the general election of 1931, when the MacDonald government’s conservative response to the Great Depression — austerity and “fiscal discipline” — led to the Labour Party splitting in two, with much of the cabinet forming a national government with the Tories, to the enduring disgust of its membership. After this debacle, Labour’s rule of the LCC was an attempt by Morrison to prove that Labour could in fact be a viable party of government on a large scale without abandoning social reform. Accordingly, Morrison’s administration of London was of enormous importance in defining what “socialism” — which he much later defined, notoriously, as “what Labour governments do” — would mean in practice for the Labour Party, right up until the 1980s. The nationalisations of 1945 were tested in London a decade earlier, in Morrison’s creation of London Transport, as were its mass council housing policies and its creation of health centres and hospitals free at the point of use. Even some of the radical pageantry of the radical GLC of the 1980s can be seen as a continuation of Morrison projects such as “Peace Day” or the Festival of Britain.
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Interwar Tenements in Poplar (and New Neighbour)
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Wilson Grove, Bermondsey Garden City, photograph by Thanh Mai Nguyen
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Bermondsey Council Flats of the 1930s, Rotherhithe



Local Nationalisation

Due to his generally conservative influence as a minister in the Attlee government — especially when this one-time Marxist conscientious objector reinvented himself as an openly imperialist Foreign Secretary and enthusiast for what he called the “Jolly Old Empire” — Morrison’s name has usually been mud on the Labour left. Much of this centres on what Morrison did to the idea of socialism. In a review of Bernard Donouhue and G.W. Jones’ 1973 biography Herbert Morrison: Portrait of a Politician, snappily headed “Portrait of an Appalling Man”, Paul Foot argued that “public ownership” to Morrison meant control by bureaucrats selected “on their ability” by the minister, the creation of a local top-down state capitalism, without any sort of workers control or democratic accountability, merely turning the old managers into bureaucrats. As if as an aside, Foot also noted that


substantial changes were made to the workers’ advantage under Herbert Morrison — especially in London. Patients in LCC hospitals were much better off under Labour; the blind and mentally ill got a much better deal; schools were improved; classes were smaller, teachers better paid; “a great change came over the LCC parks” — more baths were built; more swimming pools, gymnasia, refreshment places, paddling pools, athletic grounds, bowling greens. The briefest comparison between facilities of this kind for workers in London compared with, say, New York, measures the advances of social democracy under Morrison in London.31



In retrospect, this is a hugely impressive achievement, especially when compared with the record of, say, the London mayoralty in the twenty-first century. Although Morrison’s anti-communism kept out much of the left, some of the ILP’s romantics continued to have significant influence in the new Morrisonian social democratic party machine; Ada Salter’s “beautification campaign” was extended across London after she was appointed to plan the LCC’s parks and public spaces after 1934. It was neither fiscally conservative nor austere — the mass expansion of the LCC’s social programmes in the second half of the Thirties was paid for by Morrison spending the LCC’s reserves, built up under its twenty-seven years of Tory rule. Morrison’s poor reputation on the left means that some of his achievements have been simply ignored — Londoners had healthcare free at the point of use over a decade before the NHS, but in socialist folk memory, socialised healthcare was south Wales’ gift to Britain.32 However, it is fair to argue that this was substantially less than what the Labour left in London had once hoped for from taking control of the LCC. The original call of the London Labour Party, when it split decisively from the Progressives in 1915, was for “Home Rule for London”, a “parliament”, not a town hall, as against what Morrison himself called attempts by the Tory government to rule the capital as a “crown colony”.33 It would not manage to expand its actual legal powers under Morrison’s rule.
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Southwark Health Centre
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As Above, So Below



The London Passenger Transport Board is usually considered his major achievement. As a nominally independent, publicly owned “corporation”, it was not novel — the BBC, the Port of London Authority and the Metropolitan Water Board all preceded it — but its populism and flair certainly was. Nationalisation of London’s transport was first mooted by Morrison during the 1929-31 Labour government, when he served as Transport Minister, and it won enough cross-party support to be made law by the national government in 1933. It gave the new public body control over a zone far larger than the LCC, combining the LCC’s trams and boats with, for the first time, the nationalisation of the tube. This entailed merging the Metropolitan Railway and the Underground Group, against the opposition of the former; most of the management of the new body would be taken from the Underground Group, and it would be chaired by its Anglo-American boss, Lord Ashfield. The Underground Group’s branding — the “roundel”, Edward Johnston’s typeface, modernist poster campaigns, and hauntingly elegant station designs by the architect Charles Holden, all devised by Ashfield’s second-in-command, the Ruskinian socialist Frank Pick — would soon become the face of the entire LPTB, or as it was usually called for short, London Transport.
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Planned Suburbia — Queensbury Station, Harrow



Rather than “direct popular control”, as had been hoped for,34 this was a body with trade union leaders on the board, but no means of London Transport workers directly influencing its management, except by strikes — regarded with suspicion by Morrison at the best of times. Yet one of the reasons why Morrison’s version of nationalisation became Labour Party policy, aside from the mythic inertia of “Labourism”, is that the nationalised entity he created, London Transport, was very successful; as LCC historian James Gillespie points out, “the administrative successes, efficiency and strong public profile of London Transport… became crucial to Labour’s conversion to the ideas of the independent public corporation managed by a board of independent experts as the model for public enterprise”.35 For the design historian Michael Saler, the fusion of continental modernism and the Arts and Crafts created by London Transport in the 1930s was the only real British analogue to the Bauhaus or De Stijl — an all-encompassing programme of art, design and architecture in the public interest, with everyone from Man Ray to Moholy-Nagy designing posters for the nationalised tubes and trams.36 In this, Frank Pick was the only British figure of the period comparable to inter-war social democratic planners such as Martin Wagner in Weimar Berlin. Although it helped create a visual identity for London for the first and only time, it is only really in the last twenty years that the scale of Pick’s achievement has been realised.37 It wasn’t workers control, but nobody who has ever been on a march or picket and seen an RMT contingent carrying a banner with one of Charles Holden’s tube stations embroidered on it and the word SOCIALISM below could doubt its importance to London trade unionists. It is easy to see why this was a model adopted by the national party. However, the fact that so much of its success was owed to one individual’s idiosyncrasies and enthusiasm would not be a good prospect for the nationalised industries Morrison created in its image after 1945.38
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Osterley Station
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A Tile of St Paul’s on a 1930s London Transport Station



The other crucial policy of the LCC under Morrison, firmly backed by Pick — ironically, given how much profit the Underground Group and the Metropolitan had made from suburbia — was the creation of a green belt to stop suburban development. This limiting of London was the first step in a process of planned shrinkage, with working-class Londoners encouraged to move after 1945 to a series of new towns in the Home Counties: Stevenage, Hemel Hempstead, Basildon, Harlow, Bracknell, Crawley and Hatfield, the brainchild of one of Morrison’s close collaborators and rivals at the LCC, Lewis Silkin. These were on the self-contained, light-industrial garden city model that had long been a Fabian cause célèbre. Morrison himself had briefly lived in the first garden city at Letchworth, and there met his first wife Margaret Kent, a worker in the Spirella corset factory. This enthusiasm for moving workers into Hertfordshire sits oddly with the apocryphal, oft-quoted Morrison line that he intended the LCC to “build the Tories out of London”, and little to this effect was done in the years Morrison ran the capital, before he joined the coalition government of 1940 as Home Secretary. Instead, as in Vienna, the major effort was in wresting inner-city housing out of the hands of slum landlords. Tenement flats were bigger and better built, and rents were sharply reduced for those coming into council housing from slums, which the LCC was now clearing on a large scale. Much of inner London is still defined by the modest, sturdy brown brick and tile four-to-five-storey deck-access flats — a little modernist, a little Georgian — built under Morrison.
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At the End of the Line — Cockfosters, just before the Green Belt



Bernard Donohue and G.W. Jones rather indulgently claimed that these activities, publicised actively in articles, books, and even documentary films made in-house, meant that Morrison had “become almost a socialist intellectual”39 over the course of the 1930s. This is excessive, but he had shown a mastery of publicity and propaganda very rarely seen on the British left, perhaps until his only real successor, Ken Livingstone. It is also this which that links him politically to his grandson Peter Mandelson. That’s not all, of course. In a 2001 introduction to Donohue and Jones’ biography, Mandelson claims lineage with his grandfather’s intolerance for the radical left.40 In the 1930s, Morrison continued to be ruthless with communists and their allies in Labour’s Socialist League, who influenced some of the more experimental, continental versions of municipal socialism in the boroughs. Key here was Finsbury, under London’s first South Asian mayor, Dr Chuni Lal Katial, who commissioned the Russian communist architect Berthold Lubetkin to design the famous Finsbury Health Centre, architecturally the finest of many built across the boroughs in the Thirties. Katial also commissioned from Lubetkin a wider Finsbury Plan that would be implemented after the war, in housing estates such as Spa Green, Priory Green and Bevin Court. Lubetkin’s Finsbury projects are as delightful as they are experimental, and much more influential on the post-war glory days of the LCC Architects’ Department than the well-built but dour flats of the pre-war LCC itself.
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Morrison era LCC Tenements in Walworth
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White City Estate, the largest of the Morrison era, photograph by Daniel Trilling
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Nothing too Good — Finsbury Health Centre
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The Finsbury Plan — Priory Green



Most of all, Morrison’s talent for publicity and pageantry went alongside an attempt to make what can still sometimes be a rather grim, grey metropolis into a lighter, more pleasurable city to live in. Lidos were opened in public parks all over London — though a proposal to keep them open all night was vetoed by Morrison because “they’ll be fucking each other”41 — and surprisingly given his later allegiances, the LCC of the 1930s renamed Armistice Day as Peace Day, Empire Day as Commonwealth Day, abolished workhouses, and banned any military presence and corporal punishment from schools.42 This explicit attempt to prove that Labour could govern — and could govern in the south — was highly electorally successful. In 1937, Labour won 51% of the vote, and by 1946 Labour won 70% of LCC seats, with the Communist Party beating the Liberals into third place. A bleak winter and enduring rationing meant Labour nearly lost control at the next election in 1949, but after that, they would not fall below 50% of the vote until the formation of the Greater London Council in 1964.
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Labourist London — old Co-Op Advertisement, Walthamstow



Utopia through Decline

After the war, Morrison’s last London project, as a cabinet minister under Attlee, was the transformation of the Lambeth riverfront into the 1951 Festival of Britain, a lightweight, colourful showcase of a future modernist, socialist Britain, (again apocryphally) denounced by Winston Churchill as “three-dimensional socialist propaganda”.43 Initially modelled on the more classical Gorky Park in Moscow, its transformation into a Scandinavian temporary utopia was the result of a radical shift in the London County Council Architects’ Department. Having been rather staid and conservative in the 1930s, its designs were suddenly revolutionised by an influx of idealistic, often émigré European, and usually just-demobbed young architects fresh out of the architecture schools, with the modernists Leslie Martin, Peter Moro and Robert Matthew leading the design team. Their first major project was the Royal Festival Hall, an egalitarian, spatially extravagant modernist public building that was the first of its kind in Britain.

As architectural historian Ruth Lang argues, the LCC Architects’ Department after 1945 “was a system which worked both top-down and bottom-up; their soaring aspirations to build a new Britain” were “enabled by much drier initiatives such as the introduction of Compulsory Purchase Orders, whilst also necessitated by local and national government Acts for Housing, National Health Service, and Education”.44 The expanded LCC Architects’ Department favoured a dramatic change in the standard LCC estate from the staid and stiff brick tenement complexes of the 1930s (“mud pies” for the young modernists), towards leafy, panoramic, Corbusian maisonettes and towers. Frequently, these were built on aristocratic estates that had been compulsorily purchased, preserving the trees and paths of eighteenth-century formal gardens. The largest of these, the Alton Estate in Roehampton, was described by an American critic as “the finest low-cost housing in the world”.45 Globally, the Architects’ Department became the largest architectural firm on earth, and trained a generation of designers and thinkers. Figures who would later become internationally successful architects or Ivy League professors of architecture, such as Alison and Peter Smithson, Nicholas Grimshaw, Terry Farrell, Ron Herron, Colin St John Wilson and Alan Colquhoun, began their career designing schools and houses at County Hall. This, Lang explains, was the result of a “uniquely experimental and self-contained studio atmosphere, which gave its staff the freedom to create and to rethink, with the luxury of time and support for research”, with a close connection between architecture schools and the LCC-run institutions such as Brixton School of Building and the Regents Street Polytechnic. By the 1950s, the LCC Architects’ Department had “1,577 staff including 350 professional architects and trainees”, and had almost no need for contractors at all; “furniture and component design and manufacture was undertaken in-house”.46
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Festival of Britain on Oxford Street
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People’s Palace — the Royal Festival Hall



The LCC Architects’ Department was also one of the few places where the extra-parliamentary left had significant input. Many of the LCC’s most important architects were communists or communist-sympathisers; ironically, CPGB members such as Oliver Cox, Ted Hollamby and Arthur Ling favoured a Scandinavian-style informality and small scale, whereas a younger, unaffiliated post-1956 generation opted for a dramatic and discordant Brutalist monumentality — at the Alton Estate, each faction got their own half of the estate to play with. As with the projects of the Pick-era LPTB, these housing estates have been held in particularly high regard in the late neoliberal era, where their honest, egalitarian pragmatism reappears as dreamy idealism. Utopia London, as Tom Cordell calls it in the title of his wonderful 2010 documentary film about London’s post-war housing estates, their residents and architects. These were more often the same people than many might suppose; in 1949, the clause limiting council housing to one class in the original 1890 Housing of the Working Classes Act was removed. Council housing was now, at least in theory, for everyone. By the end of the 1960s, housing in many boroughs was majority council-owned.
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Expropriating the Expropriators
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Finest in the World — the Alton Estate



An important and unusual aspect of London’s post-war development was, most likely, unintentional, and that was its avoidance of the Parisian model of a banlieue, the creation of a segregated — later, racialised — working-class periphery in a ring around the city. This was the consequence of a curious mixture of planning and awful accident. The Luftwaffe, though it carpeted the docklands, bombed London rather at random, something compounded by the senseless and sadistic rocket attacks of 1944-45.47 Although some large peripheral estates were built by the post-war LCC and the GLC — New Addington in Croydon, Grahame Park in Colindale, and the miniature new town of Thamesmead, near Woolwich, for instance — the LCC’s planning powers and the scattered bombing pattern meant that most of London’s post-war housing was built right across the city. There is no district of London, outside of aristocratic Belgravia and Mayfair, that does not have council estates of significant size; the capturing of Kensington for Labour in 2017 by Emma Dent Coad, a housing activist and historian, can be at least in part ascribed to this. Migrants from the Caribbean and the Indian subcontinent in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s were usually housed first in poor quality subdivided Victorian housing, but would over time come to substantially be housed in the hundreds of LCC and borough estates. It is not in any way to dismiss London’s long and grim history of racism — which culminated in East End dockers marching to Parliament in 1969 — to point this out. The fact, often lost on commentators from outside the capital, is that London is enormously unequal in terms of race and class, but it is not segregated. This owes a lot to the LCC’s tendency to the happy accident.
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An LCC School in Putney



This accidental desegregation was made possible precisely because London shrunk so drastically in those decades. For every Jamaican or Ugandan Asian to move to the capital in the post-war era, many more Londoners moved to Stevenage, Luton, the Essex or Kent suburbs, the Isle of Wight,48 or the Antipodes, usually with the LCC’s encouragement; indeed, the sheer depopulation of London in this era was one reason why, for instance, London Transport set up a recruiting office in Kingston, Jamaica in the 1950s. The genuinely desegregating effects of this might seem puzzling given the attention usually given by certain historians to the allegedly stiff and bureaucratic influence of J.H. Forshaw and Patrick Abercrombie’s County of London Plan, published by the LCC in 1943 (and supplemented with a Greater London Plan the year after), often inaccurately just referred to as “the Abercrombie Plan”.49 As the first real plan London had been subjected to since Wren’s was rejected in 1666, it has been used to summarise an entire moment in which London’s fascinating irregularity was forced into statist rigidity. Blamed for everything from the construction of the M25 to the riots of 2011, the “Abercrombie Plan” can indeed be faulted for beginning an over-favouring of the motorcar that would endure until the Livingstone era, but it was otherwise a humane and sensible document, and a much more complex one than it is given credit for. Much of its emphasis was on ensuring that housing estates had proper community facilities and connections to the rest of the city, a notable failing of the likes of Becontree. The plans for reducing London’s density, when combined with the new towns, were a major cause of the process that Jane Jacobs would later call “unslumming”.50 London becoming a more pleasant city after the Second World War, where people lived longer, healthier and less painful lives, owes much to the plan.
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Westminster Council Housing, Spitting Distance from Parliament
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Granada in Poplar



The County of London Plan was publicised through documentary films, exhibitions, and a popular Penguin book, E.J. Carter and Ernő Goldfinger’s The County of London Plan Explained, authored by two CPGB-affiliated architect-fellow travellers, one of whom would later be commissioned by the LCC and GLC to design its two finest tower blocks, Balfron Tower in Poplar and Trellick Tower in Ladbroke Grove, respectively. With its drawings by Gordon Cullen, photos by Edith Tudor-Hart and lovely graphics, it is a fine work of design, put to the service of popular explanation. Certainly, sometimes it protests too much. In their introduction, Carter and Goldfinger claim that:


when the LCC plans for London, it is not merely planning these things in an abstracted way for people, it is London’s own people — through their democratic government, planning themselves… the plan was generated by the people of London and created by architects and planners aware of what the people want. Now it is before the people and for them to make a reality.51



Apart from voting every few years, it is unclear exactly how “the people” were to “plan themselves”, and there was little in the way of consultation. However, there is much explanation. Uncontroversially, “the report lists four defects: traffic congestion, depressed housing, inadequacy and maldistribution of open spaces, and finally, the jumble of houses and industry”.52 It also proposes means to deal with London’s many “vested interests”, imagining that the LCC and the boroughs “should have the power to buy up as a whole” any either war-damaged or “obsolete” areas, and that, crucially, “once land has been bought by the authority, it should not be sold again to a private owner”.53

It is in its more specific proposals where the gap between the myth of the Abercrombie Plan and its reality can be seen most clearly. Contrary to reputation, the County of London Plan was not an anti-urban document, nor a utopian one. “The cure”, claim Carter and Goldfinger (via Forshaw and Abercrombie), “cannot be found by deciding that ‘what is not Blitzed is blighted’, and that we must rub the whole place out and start on a new utopian plan, or by deciding that London does not want ‘replanning but disbanding’ and that the cure is to be found by scattering London’s population wholesale over the south-east of England.”54 Rather, the crucial question was the planning of the city that already existed as a set of distinct “neighbourhood units” of 6000-10,000 people each (like a contemporary estate agent’s “villages”) which each have equal rights to amenities, open space and good housing, and in so doing, dissolving the capital’s east/west, north/south hierarchies. It states firmly that not every Londoner will get a single-family house (as Poplar and Bermondsey had once demanded); it proposes instead what would later be called “mixed development”. New developments would be in Oxbridge-style “precincts” of three-to-four-storey flats and eight-to-ten-storey towers and terraces, with communal gardens “where children can run about in safety, the old people sit and the younger people play their games”, with, of course, “ample space for allotments”.55 The London district it points to as a model for such a “neighbourhood unit” is Eltham, a suburb in the Metropolitan Borough of Woolwich which had been turned in the Twenties and Thirties into a miniature garden city, through Arts and Crafts enclaves like the co-operatively owned Progress Estate.

Many proposals are very straightforward; the plan envisages gradually moving industry away from most if not all of the river — which would happen, but many decades later — and holds up the plans for the South Bank as a model of what to do instead. Riverside workplaces were to be moved into multi-storey LCC-built “flatted factories” for light industry, with canteens and trees; and architecturally, far from demanding London be covered in concrete, it does not directly advocate modernism as such, even less “Brutalism”. Instead, it points to the Georgian heritage as the model, as an ethos, not a style. “Once upon a time”, Carter and Goldfinger claim, London housing was “built according to the rules” in the “lovely streets or squares of Bloomsbury, of Hackney, Clerkenwell, Camberwell, Marylebone”.56 These were to be the new model, in their sobriety, coherence and visual repose. The plan also advocates conserving London’s historic architecture or monuments — which to the authors, and most readers, in the 1940s would not have included Victorian architecture. Some of the plan, though, is downright odd. Not only does it blithely propose circling inner London with a multi-level road system, it is obsessed with removing any visible signs of the railways (though, unlike the later Beeching Report, no actual railway lines). There is a bizarre fixation on removing railway bridges and viaducts and sinking them into tunnels; the planners could have been forgiven for not realising the fun things that could be done with the space under a railway arch, but it is baffling that they did not envisage that electric trains would be different in terms of noise and pollution to the diesel and steam trains that blew filth across the metropolis. In any case, although no railway bridges were demolished, some of this animus would eventually result in the underground stretch of the Thameslink network, specifically designed to remove the “unsightly” railway viaduct that ran across Fleet Street in front of St Pauls.
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Post-War LCC Housing in Bethnal Green
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Post-War LCC Housing in Woolwich
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The Abercrombie Plan’s Model — Progress Estate, Eltham



But none of this was based on an animus to the city London actually was. “The plan rejects the idea that life in the Metropolis must be bad in itself: it recognises the vitality of the old central units and aims only at thinning them out to the maximum extent necessary for ample spacing of buildings and to give enough open space. This means the decentralisation of about half a million people”.57 This is the half a million that were to be rehoused — if they wanted to be — in the ring of new towns. What actually happened in reality went much, much further than the Abercrombie Plan’s modest ideas for shrinking London. In the 1950s and 1960s the new towns and the pre-existing towns that took in LCC “overspill” absorbed an enormous part of London’s skilled working class. By 1981, London’s population had fallen to 6.8 million. In 1939, it had been 8.6. London had lost nearly two million people, nearly twice the entire population of Birmingham (then overtaking Glasgow as Britain’s second largest city). Here, the tentative ideas of the plan had been carried out much more dramatically than the planners had envisaged.

Outside of the hothouse of architecture and planning, however, there were few new ideas in the LCC after Morrison. It strongly backed comprehensive schools against the segregated system of grammars and secondary moderns, but was keen that they didn’t get too radical, as could be seen in the LCC’s crushing of its own progressive Risinghill School in Islington in 1965. Most LCC politicians of this period are obscure. Very few of its millions of visitors will have the slightest idea that the Hayward Gallery, part of the Southbank Centre built on the Festival of Britain site, is named after Isaac Hayward, Morrison’s longest-serving successor as head of London’s government, who ruled from 1947 to 1965. “Labour gets things done!” was Morrison’s slogan in the inter-war years, and they did. He and his followers left London a much better, fairer city than the one they inherited. In the process, they had transformed the lively, messy, fissiparous, romantic and revolutionary social movement that was the London Labour Party of 1919 into an efficient, election-winning, house-building machine.
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The Dorset Estate Library, a 1950s Neighbourhood Centre in Bethnal Green




[image: image]

Hayward Gallery, Named After Isaac Hayward




2: The Battles for County Hall

The Greater London Council, 1964-1986

Some of us wanted to obtain money for a paid worker at the (Islington Women’s Centre) in order to keep it open to co-ordinate and plan activities. But others rejected such an idea out of hand, believing it would be “selling out” to obtain money from the local council or the state, paving the way to our co-option by them. Women also feared that a paid worker would create a hierarchical structure. The first point came from our analysis of the state, which led us to see social workers, for instance, as the repressive “soft cops” of the system. There seemed to be a contradiction between our emphasis on self-help and collective activity and the idea of state funding. Wasn’t the role of the social worker or the state-funded social centre to prevent people taking direct collective action to solve their problems by holding out the false promise of there being some individual solutions for people’s problems? But weren’t we just unpaid radical social workers anyway?

— Lynne Segal, “A Local Experience” in Beyond the Fragments (1979)1

Redrawing London

The emergence of “Swinging London” and the attendant appeal of the capital as a bohemian draw to bored provincial youth — and the first flashes of “gentrification” in inner boroughs2 — shouldn’t distract from what was otherwise a pattern of depopulation and decline. By the 1960s, more people in Greater London lived outside the County of London than within it; population in the Greater London area itself had fallen sharply enough, but within the LCC zone the fall was enormous. Large parts of London remained wholly unreformed by three decades of Labour rule. The City of London retained its undemocratic governance and arcane privileges, and a corporate structure that hadn’t changed much in centuries. One of the largest-scale implementations of the Abercrombie Plan came within the City itself, which cut a couple of wide, fast roads through the Roman-medieval tangle at Upper Thames Street and London Wall, and then built above them one of Europe’s most intricate systems of overhead pedestrian walkways. This futurist appearance was deliberately intended to mask the fact that the City carried on much as it had, undisturbed by democracy or the welfare state. Its largest and most impressive project, a luxury multi-level council estate for City workers on the bombed Barbican between the City and Finsbury, was deliberately intended to boost the numbers of people actually living in the City so as to preclude any putative radical Labour government from abolishing the City altogether.3 In the Sixties, for the first time, a few tall office blocks began to emerge, some in the City, and others outside its boundaries, on speculative sites that the LCC tried to manage — the Euston Tower and Centre Point at either end of Tottenham Court Road were both the consequence of deals with the LCC, where the speculative developers would promise to build road improvements or public squares in return for being allowed to build high, something that would presage much of how Ken Livingstone would try and manage corporate interests in the 2000s. Centre Point, a chic and kitsch Niemeyer-like expressionistic design by the hugely prolific Richard Seifert, became notorious, sitting empty for over a decade and inspiring the naming of a homelessness charity who would squat it in the early Seventies, when the Sixties boom was over.4 Even so, right up until the mid-2000s, London’s skyline, like that of Sheffield, Glasgow or Berlin, was defined more by public housing than by offices or condos.
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Highwalk City at Upper Thames Street
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Bankers Commune
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Centre Point



The Greater London Council was devised by a Conservative government, like the metropolitan boroughs; i. Its creation was spearheaded at the end of the Fifties by Henry Brooke, the leader of the Tory opposition at the LCC from 1945-52, and Harold Macmillan’s Minister of Housing from 1957, and strongly supported by the leader of the London Conservative Party, one Enoch Powell. The resulting Herbert Commission then took several years to decide on the precise boundaries, consulting at length with the mainly Labour local authorities, accumulating millions of words of data; by way of comparison, the Thatcher government’s Streamlining the Cities report in 1983, that advocated the GLC’s abolition, was a brief and flimsy policy paper, with no consultation at all. In any case, it was probably inevitable that some sort of expansion of the County of London would take place, simply because of the fact that, as with the formation of the Metropolitan Board of Works a century earlier, “London” legally defined and London as it really existed were no longer the same place. A Greater London Council would mean the suburbs paying their share of tax for the inner city that they commuted to and used, and Morrison’s immediate successor, Charles Latham (from 1940-47) was in favour of a GLC for this reason. More Labour opinion was against it, including that of Isaac Hayward, head of the LCC when it was abolished in 1964. This was largely because of an understandable fear that this one-party city-state would now be winnable by the Conservatives, which is exactly what happened. Or rather, Greater London became a marginal, a bellwether. Labour unexpectedly but decisively won the first elections to the new body in 1964, then a sign of the mood that would lead to their winning a general election later the same year. Yet until its own abolition, the GLC would pass between the two parties with each election — the Tories won a crushing victory in 1967, with smaller wins in 1970 and 1977, while Labour would retake it in 1973, heavily, and 1981, narrowly; they were on course for a landslide at the next scheduled elections when the GLC was abolished.
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GLC housing on the Periphery — Grahame Park, Colindale
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The GLC’s New Town — Thamesmead



As an entity, the GLC had fewer powers than the LCC, particularly over housing, and the Architects’ Department was reduced and restructured. Schools in the LCC zone were kept independent of the GLC in an elected Inner London Education Authority, soon a bastion of the left, which would manage to outlast the GLC itself by a couple of years. The GLC retained ultimate control over planning, over London Transport (from 1970), continued to own and build much of the capital’s council housing and the new town at Thamesmead, and maintained the LCC’s powers over licensing; the Tory GLC was notably keen to stop punk rock. It still had a very large budget by later standards, and was able to raise money from business rates and set its own taxes, as the LCC did. Geographically, it was a compromise — encompassing most of what was within the Green Belt, but not all of it, with well-heeled Epsom and Staines successfully lobbying to stay out, and working-class industrial towns like Slough, Dartford, Tilbury and Gravesend also outside of the boundary.5 Even so, the GLC area, stretching from Croydon to Watford, was enormous, and remains the boundary of the Greater London Authority to this day.6
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By Order
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Pimlico, An ILEA School, designed by the GLC Architects Dept (demolished in 2009)



The entire historic county of Middlesex disappeared into London in 1964. But of far greater importance was the formation of new, much larger London boroughs, each of them the size of a Coventry or Hull in themselves. These continue to be much more controversial among Londoners than the GLC ever was. They were sometimes perversely named — the dormitory of Lewisham absorbed the long-established town of Deptford, Greenwich ate Woolwich, Westminster stretched well into working-class Paddington, a “Newham” was invented out of the non-LCC East End of East Ham, West Ham and Stratford, and proud metropolitan boroughs like Holborn, Hampstead, Poplar, Bermondsey, Finsbury, Camberwell, Shoreditch, Stepney and Stoke Newington became “urban villages” beloved by estate agents rather than political entities. Huge new outer boroughs such as Sutton, Bexley, Havering and Hillingdon had little obvious identity at all, though others, such as Croydon, were more obviously defined around a powerful existing centre. Because of early criticism of the one-high-rise-fits-all approach of much LCC housing, which was frequently similar whether in Putney or Woolwich, from 1964 on most of the power to build council housing, still being constructed in large numbers until the oil crisis, rested with the boroughs.
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Power in the Outer Boroughs — Croydon Town Hall
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Serving the Constituencies of John McDonnell and Boris Johnson — Hillingdon Town Hall



This led to radically uneven results. Two local authorities that could raise a lot of money from suburbia and business — Lambeth, with the communist and William Morris archivist Ted Hollamby as its borough architect, and, especially, Camden under architect Sydney Cook — embarked upon housing programmes of still unrivalled humanity, intelligence and originality. “Low-rise, high-density” estates like Cressingham Gardens, Myatt’s Fields and Central Hill in Lambeth, or Highgate New Town, Alexandra Road and Branch Hill in Camden, far surpassed the private housing of this or any period in terms of space, warmth and design. Some of the new GLC boroughs such as Merton embarked on similar “low-rise, high-density” projects, such as the gorgeous Watermeads Estate in Mitcham, its elegant modernist houses running alongside a nature reserve on the River Wandle. East End councils such as Tower Hamlets and Newham did not have the same budgetary and geographical luck. They would build mostly cheap and repetitive towers, funded through prefab package deals with volume housebuilders. Some of this was very poorly built, as with Newham’s notorious Ronan Point tower, one side of which collapsed like a house of cards with a gas explosion in May 1968. Many more councils were somewhere between, with boroughs such as Southwark, Islington or Haringey alternating between clever, bespoke schemes and stark slabs depending on budgets and resources.

In London local government, the 1970s largely belonged to the Tories. Usually if the GLC pre-Livingstone makes it into London histories, it is for two fairly typical post-war schemes which that were defeated by civic action. The first was the construction of an inner urban elevated “Ringway”, almost entirely within the old LCC boundary, to speed traffic through the capital — deaths from road accidents in the 1960s and 1970s were high, and London Transport was increasingly starved of funds, with only the Victoria Line and part of the Jubilee Line (which, until 1999, was a new line connecting pre-existing stations) being opened in this era. Few made a serious case for public transport or for walking, except for the coalition of Afro-Caribbean and white hippy activists in inner London boroughs, who eventually defeated the Ringway proposals after large chunks of the inner motorway had already been built, in Ladbroke Grove, Bow and Charlton. The outer western and south-eastern boroughs in particular have a multi-level motorway landscape that is otherwise unusual in the capital, with the Westway to Heathrow and the A2 to Dover comprising the “London” that exists in the novels of J.G. Ballard.
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Camden Council Housing at Branch Hill, Hampstead
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Lambeth Council housing at Cressingham Gardens
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Tower Hamlets Council Housing in Limehouse
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Watermeads, Mitcham, 1970s Housing in an Outer Borough
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The Completed Part of the “Ringway”, East Greenwich
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Motorway London in Harlesden
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Motorway Landscape, Paddington



The second battle, greatly sentimentalised in most histories, was over Covent Garden, then a mixed area of Peabody estates, warehouses, the Royal Opera House and a fruit and vegetable market. The Conservative-run GLC intended to demolish all but a few listed buildings, to build something akin to the Barbican complex in the City — high-end leisure, flats and offices, with vertical pedestrian and vehicle separation. Market traders, residents and activists beat this off with the significant help of a coup by leftist designers at the GLC Department of Architecture and Civic Design, the LCC Architects’ Department’s successor. Brian Anson, one of the leading GLC architects, resigned during the campaign in protest, forming in response an Architects’ Revolutionary Council to spread “community architecture” across the capital and beyond. Yet this apparent victory couldn’t stop the transformation of the area into one of the dullest tourist districts in London after the market left for Nine Elms; one measure of “success”, perhaps, is that the most expensive ex-council flat ever sold was in the GLC’s handsome, contextual Odhams Walk Estate, built in Covent Garden behind the warehouses in 1979 — sold at £1.3m in 2016. In both cases, the London Labour Party first supported and then opposed the Conservative plans, marking the first time that post-1968 social movements had any effect on Labour’s direction of travel. This would prove to be fateful. The right too was radicalising at the GLC — Horace Cutler, head of the GLC from 1977-81, used it as an experiment in breaking with the post-war consensus. Openly hostile to council housing, his GLC hiked rents and tentatively introduced the right to buy GLC-owned council housing — though without the same massive subsidies, or the same absolute halt on new council construction that the MP for Finchley, Cutler’s friend and confidante Margaret Thatcher, would soon bring in nationally. These were early signs of the confrontation to come.
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The buildings on either side were Saved From the Planners



The New Left Takes the Capital

The raw intellectual and policy organisations around Corbynism — publications like Novara and New Socialist, think-tanks like Autonomy and Common Wealth — have treated the 1981-1986 era when the New Left under Ken Livingstone ran London as a sort of social democratic Paris Commune. Seen at the time by the tabloid press and the Labour right as the lunatics — the “loony left” — taking over the asylum, it has been remembered by today’s young socialists, mostly born in the 1980s and 1990s, as a period in which their forebears constructed a new and viable socialism. So successful was it, that London’s governing body had to be abolished out of existence in order to destroy it utterly — less bloody, at any rate, than sending in troops of angry taxpayers from Bromley and Bushey to subjugate Red Bethnal Green and Brixton, but with much the same effect.7 At the top of the left coalition defeated in December 2019 was Corbyn himself, a north London Labour MP elected in 1983, close to the GLC’s debates and sharing its ideas; Diane Abbott, who had been the GLC’s press officer; and of course John McDonnell, the GLC’s second-in-command and its finance minister.8 Somewhat belatedly, given that in the early 1980s journalists like Neal Ascherson saw Livingstone as a future Labour leader, the GLC New Left had taken over the leadership of the Labour Party, just as they always planned to. It only took them thirty-four years.
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The Most Expensive Council Housing Ever Sold, Odhams Walk



Livingstone himself, soon after seizing power in 1981, told Marxism Today that the new ruling group at the GLC was “the post-1968 generation in politics”.9 That is, it was gloriously, explicitly, anti-racist, anti-homophobic, anti-imperialist, anti-sexist; it was celebratory, creative and propagandistic. It loved murals, pop music, bright colours and clothes;, it scorned Morrisonian nationalisation and funnelled money into co-ops and communes. It was also much closer to the extra-parliamentary left, and refused the traditional Labour distinction between the “legitimate” and “illegitimate” left. Most of the major London figures in the Labour New Left were non-aligned Marxists, such as Ken Livingstone, John McDonnell, Valerie Wise, Robin Murray, Mike Cooley, Linda Bellos, Hilary Wainwright, Doreen Massey and Sheila Rowbotham, but some had been members of Trotskyist groups — both Ted Knight, who took over Lambeth, and Bernie Grant, who did the same in Haringey as the first Black leader of a London council since John Archer in the 1910s, had been members of the Socialist Labour League, which was proscribed by Labour in the Fifties.10 Militant also had some presence, albeit far less so than in the north and Midlands.

Yet this new GLC was not sectarian, and tried to build bridges with the old trade union left, expanding upon, say, the tentative pan-racial and pan-north/south solidarity shown between Asian women strikers and flying pickets bussed in from Yorkshire in the long Grunwick dispute in Dollis Hill in the late Seventies. In the memory of the Marxist urbanist Doreen Massey, who worked for the GLC in this period, this was a brief moment where “the inter-place twinning solidarities of the Miners’ Strike, and the meeting of Arthur Scargill and Ken Livingstone, seemed at the time potentially momentous — the beginnings of conversation between the old resistance and the tentative experiments with the new. Within months, both wings had been defeated”.11 This defeat was inflicted “not only (by) Thatcher and her troops, but also the bulk of the Parliamentary Labour Party, and those elements across the political spectrum that took it upon themselves to sneer at the attempt to develop a politics that was feminist, anti-racist and anti-homophobic, as well as challenging to capital”.12 This too, was prescient. But there is another way of seeing the GLC era — as being the start of the creation of the multicultural capital of the “creative industries” that we know now, the first time that its government declared, as did the mayoralty of Sadiq Khan after the Brexit vote, that “London is Open”. It is when the tide turned. Livingstone argued this to Andy Beckett in the 2010s: “we didn’t want to see London continue to decline, (though) I don’t think we saw it challenging New York in the way it eventually did”.13 That’s precisely what happened, although not in the way he would have imagined in 1981.
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Remembering the New Left — the Bernie Grant Arts Centre, Tottenham, photograph by Daniel Trilling



Livingstone, Abbott, McDonnell, and the other young Labour leftists were able to do this because of the fact that two generations of local Labour politicians had lost their seats in two massive local government wipe-outs, the first in the late 1960s, the second in the 1970s — which the left saw as the electoral punishment of London Labour’s transformation from movement into machine. From then on, a young left in the CLPs organised around publications like London Labour Briefing, planned patiently and worked hard to build bases in the London boroughs. Livingstone himself, though a south Londoner from a working-class Tory family, began in Camden, where the main battle was, rather depressingly, over the superb housing the council was building. The left claimed, wholly inaccurately, that it was jerry-built — it was certainly massively expensive and laborious to construct, largely because of the increased costs in materials caused by the oil crisis and the subsequent inflation — and as a result, Camden’s best architect, Neave Brown, was taken to court. Though cleared of all charges, he spent the rest of his working life in the Netherlands, before returning in retirement to live in the Camden council housing he had designed.

Livingstone later conceded the quality of this housing, but pointed to the priorities of the borough — building complex housing schemes over railway lines (as at Brown’s Alexandra Road Estate) was unnecessary if you could simply buy up, refit and insulate old nineteenth-century houses and let them to council tenants, and that’s exactly what Camden began to do. The fact that they took an innocent man to court in order to score points against the right-wing council indicates that the left of that period was willing to fight dirty — and the audacious internal coup at the GLC in 1981, when Livingstone overthrew the Labour group leader Andrew McIntosh just after the Party was re-elected, was certainly ruthless. It also indicates that the New Left had little sense of the importance of council housing. This was forgivable in the context of the time, when much of London had a surplus of affordable housing, and much less so when Livingstone returned to power twenty years later.14 Livingstone’s assessment of his predecessors at County Hall would become gradually more nuanced. He would tell Anna Minton in 2016 that by the 1980s, the GLC had “become this nightmarish bureaucracy”; but
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Not Corrupt — Alexandra Road




if you look back at Herbert Morrison’s London County Council… it was quite innovative and open. But then there was a succession of bureaucratic Labour leaders right the way up to 1965 when the LCC was replaced by the GLC. The whole thing was structured around the traditional civil service and bureaucracy and so opening it up was electrifying.15



There were several different facets to the New Left project at the GLC, and it’s useful to divide them into an industrial programme and a propagandistic programme. At the smallest level, the replanting of herbaceous borders after the creation of bleak, blank lawns by the GLC parks department in the 1970s was seen by Livingstone as an example of local socialism in action, combining care and commitment to public space, the enjoyment of civic life and the creation of skilled jobs, all in one simple policy. At the other end of the scale, the GLC’s large budget — always carefully balanced by McDonnell — was mostly ploughed into the Greater London Enterprise Board (GLEB), an experiment in “People’s Planning”. It was intended by Livingstone, McDonnell and its head, Mike Cooley, as way of creating “state monopolies based on workers’ control and workers’ self-management, (to) move qualitatively away from the dreadful existing examples, totally unresponsive to consumers, which are responsible for the hostility to public enterprise that undoubtedly exists”.16 London Transport, under the GLC’s control, was also part of the experiment — given for the first time in decades proper investment, and with ridership expanded by a policy of cheap tickets known as “Fares Fair”, spitefully defeated in court by Tory Bromley Council.

Light industrial sites that had declined and closed were rejuvenated with co-ops and small enterprises. This was combined with “People’s Plans” produced for ex-heavy industrial areas. A detailed “People’s Plan” was produced for co-operative housing and industries on the gigantic Royal Docks site in Newham (the last dock to close, in 1980), and the GLC bought up putative sites for similar plans at Coin Street by the National Theatre, Battlebridge Basin near Kings Cross, and Courage’s brewery in north Southwark. In each case, as GLEB activist-planners Hilary Wainwright and Maureen Mackintosh made clear, “these projects would not have existed were it not for a history of organised struggle on the part of local groups”.17 Mike Cooley, head of the GLEB, had been the prime mover of the “Lucas Plan” of 1976, that aimed to turn Lucas Aerospace into a concern producing useful, non-lethal goods, self-managed by a workers’ collective. In their posthumous account of the GLEB, Mackintosh and Wainwright refused to claim victory in any of this — these were experiments, nothing more, and nothing was definitively achieved, although thousands were employed by the GLEB in one way or another. It is arguable — as Tom Blackburn has suggested in New Socialist — that this experiment is one of the sources for the “community wealth building” embarked upon by Preston City Council since 2014. But generally, the economics of the new GLC have received less attention than its brilliant political propaganda and pageantry.

Looking today at a GLEB propaganda booklet like the 1983 Jobs for a Change, what is first clear is the shift in graphic style, from the cute, slightly surrealist style of the LCC’s County of London Plan, or the Bauhaus/Swiss aesthetic of GLC Architects’ Department’s various books and handbooks, towards a post-punk aesthetic. With its scrawled headlines and Peter Kennard’s Dadaist photomontages, it looks more like a Crass album than a Bauhausbuch; block quotations from the Specials and UB40 reinforce the sense of the GLC suddenly being “the NME in power”. In terms of content, it makes clear what the New Left GLC’s main priorities were: mass unemployment, racism and sexism, democracy and participation — and the intersections between these, which are not treated as separate issues. Economic planning — of a special sort — is regarded as the solution to each of these, together.

“London used to be the largest city in the world”, it begins, “it now has probably the largest concentration of unemployed people ever found in a single town: 400,000. Every time a factory closes, every time workers are made redundant, government ministers say ‘there is no alternative’. The words have even begun to corrode people’s hopes. Sometimes there is no alternative. But this pamphlet proves that there often is.”18 Modest but pregnant words. Two pages later, next to a Kennard montage of downed tools on a map of London, a dramatic boxed text asks: “are Londoners so well housed; are their homes so warm and well furnished; are Londoners so well clothed and so healthy that there is nothing for 400,000 unemployed people to do?” As well as noting the unemployment rates that were then being displayed every day on the roof of County Hall, the texts make clear how class and race cut through the figures. One in three were unemployed in Stepney, for instance; but the big shift seems to have been the mass closure of the consumer industries in outer west London. This was, it argues, significantly racialised, with factory complexes in Park Royal, Hayes and Harlington and Perivale all in heavily south Asian areas and with a very mixed workforce. In response, the GLEB didn’t “bail out” “failing industries”, but aimed to restructure closing factories as co-ops, making “useful” products, as in the Lucas Plan, that is, naturally, cited here. So the radical planners here imagine the retooling of the Thorn EMI plant in Hayes, which built explosives among other things, towards making “telephones with memories” and other novel “socially useful products”.19 Investment in the development of parts for cable television is also advocated, seen as ‘a means of (improving) our access to social services and political decisions’.20

What is crucial in all of this — a year before organised labour’s pivotal defeat in the Miners’ Strike, and three years before London labour would be crushed in turn by Rupert Murdoch in the printworkers strike at his Wapping “fortress” in the East End — is that it is all a response to the weakness of actual class struggle on the ground:


In the 1950s and 60s trade union actions like work-ins and strikes were used to defend jobs. But in many places the high unemployment we face has itself undermined the bargaining strength of trade union action. A large local authority like the GLC can help to overcome this weakness. It can use its financial resources to expand the bargaining power of the trade unions.21



It is incredibly striking reading this in 2020, given that it was exactly this calculus that lay behind the economic policies advocated by John McDonnell as Shadow Chancellor between 2015 and 2019 — an attempt at legislating the class struggle back into existence, as it were. His “New Economics”, both in 1983 and in an even more drastic situation in 2019, aimed at giving workers stronger legal powers and better living standards not in order to placate them, but in the hope that they would then be able to have the confidence to demand, and strike for, more.22

Other parts of the document have a certain irony about them today. In a section on the income equalities of London — tiny by the standards of 2020 — the authors note that “Sir John Sainsbury, chairman of the supermarket chain, was paid a salary of £1500 a month in 1981. In addition he received another £31,512 a week in share dividends. At the same time, women shop workers earned an average of only £78.50 a week”.23 What it doesn’t mention is the likely reason for their choice of this particular magnate — the fact that Sainsbury, through his funding of the pressure group Aims of Industry, was funding the campaign to abolish the GLC. As Livingstone told Anna Minton many years later:


David Sainsbury, now Lord Sainsbury, who was Sainsbury’s Finance Director at the time, became a key funder of the Labour Progress Group. And I think, in exactly the same way that he was quite prepared to use Sainsbury’s money to abolish the GLC, he provided hundreds of thousands of pounds to set up this Blairite group to try and move the Labour Party to the right.24



Not content with destroying London’s local government, these forces would go on to attempt to take Labour as a whole along with them.

Subcultures in Power

The GLEB worked out of an office in the Elephant and Castle, rather than in the palace of County Hall, so as to be “more accessible — no long corridors!”25 Their critique of the old municipal socialism is broad-brush in the extreme — the authors claim at one point that People’s Plans were “a response to the alleged fact that the majority of Londoners have been… just the victims of planning”26 — but this still reads as a serious, constructive programme — something that is worth remembering given how much the GLC’s policies were regarded, at the time, as “loony”. But to understand that reaction, you have to turn to their policies on race, gender and culture — always far more the focus of the relentless tabloid attacks of the time.
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Sainsburys Depot, Charlton



The LCC’s approach to the post-colonial questions of the post-war city was, at best, exemplified by its accidental de-segregation of London, and London Transport’s widespread employment (if not promotion) of migrants and their children; even then, some boroughs operated informal policies of having unofficially “white” and “Asian” housing estates, Newham and Tower Hamlets in particular. The difference with the Livingstone New Left was vast. During the Brixton Riots of 1981, caused by aggressive racist policing and by far the largest-scale civil unrest in post-war London, the new Chairman of the Greater London Council was seen, as the Times noted with horror, “on the streets of Brixton at the height of the rioting”. He publicly, unashamedly defended the rioters, and refused an invitation to the Royal Wedding then taking place elsewhere in the capital so he could be in Brixton on the “front line”.27 Pondering the apparently puzzling mass popularity in inner London of the GLC’s policies of loud support for the ANC, for Irish unity, for Black sections, and for gay rights — all of these absolutely monstered in the press, far more so than McDonnell’s economics — Livingstone suggested that “maybe all the racists have all gone off to live in Finchley or Croydon South”.28 This was not moralistic, but political and practical, as he would tell NLR in 1983:


I have always felt that the Labour Party’s almost exclusive concentration on the employed white male working class was a weakness. My own view is you can’t transform society solely on that basis. You need a coalition which includes skilled and unskilled workers, unemployed, women and Black people, as well as the sexually oppressed minorities… that means we have to change.29



This sometimes set him at odds with other experiments in radical municipal socialism then being carried out by local authorities that had their “rates” — the amount they could legally raise from local taxes — severely capped by Thatcher. Noting the hostility of some in Liverpool Council to his support for gay rights, he pointed out that London then housed a fair few hundred Scousers who had fled that city’s homophobia.

Most obviously, the GLC’s Cultural Revolution entailed a series of public festivals, concerts and events. The foyers, terraces and cafes of the LCC Architects’ Department’s Royal Festival Hall were opened up to the public all day as a “front room for London”, taking a cue from Stockholm’s Kulturhuset.30 The GLC under the New Left broke totally with the cultural puritanism that had always lurked in the London Labour Party. Aside from Morrison’s worry about people “fucking” in lidos, the Progressives of 1889-1907 were committed to eliminating pubs, and had closed as many music halls as they could manage.31 This became a mere memory in the early 1980s, as the bohemian subcultures that had emerged in — and moved to — the capital since the 1960s were given their own taste of power. The peak was a July 1984 festival in County Hall itself during the Miners’ Strike, and it is impossible still not to feel a shiver up the spine on reading Maureen Macintosh and Hilary Wainwright’s description of it:


For those of us who had been working in County Hall since the early days of the Labour administration, one of the striking changes that had taken place was in the kind of people who came to County Hall and were encountered strolling round the corridors. Gradually, the visiting officials and dignitaries of earlier times were replaced by a cross-section of Londoners, ranging from punks and Rastas at one end to parties of Bangladeshi old-age pensioners at the other — all of them uncowed by their august surroundings and treating the place as if it were their own. At the July 1984 festival, this aspect of the change at County Hall reached an exuberant high point. Throughout the day, County Hall swarmed with young punks, skinheads, Rastafarians and a host of other Londoners. They camped on the grand staircase (in the past reserved for VIPs only) and in the wood-panelled corridors of the Principal Floor. The council chamber was used for a rolling debate on the abolition of the GLC, which at one point was also given over to speeches by Anne Scargill and the Miners’ Wives. The atmosphere was quite extraordinary — no-one at County Hall had seen anything like it before.32



This was a performance of democracy and accessibility, a momentary vision of the city the London New Left wanted to build; we will never know if it could have been sustained, but Margaret Thatcher was evidently terrified it might. Livingstone, like Morrison, governed a left-shifting capital in a country that had — in 1983 nearly as much as in 1931 — turned sharply to the right. Polls and local elections between 1983 and 1986 showed the leftward shift in the capital was highly popular. Livingstone, as much as Morrison, intended London to be a microcosm of what socialist government would look like. The government knew this, and crushed it.

It was the radical democratic socialism of the GLC’s economics that was rediscovered by the young Corbynites, but those who remember the 1980s tend to see the era through the prism of the GLC’s cultural policies. Margaret Thatcher’s bigotry and her passionate hatred of municipal socialism were inextricably fused. Thatcher’s official biographer has claimed that the notorious Section 28, which legally prevented teachers from teaching children that homosexuality was normal or acceptable, was aimed ast much at the educational policies of councils like the GLC — who were going in the exact opposite direction, publishing in 1985 Tackling Heterosexism: A Handbook of Lesbian Rights — as it was at gays and lesbians as such.33 The introduction of a flat-rate Poll Tax, which would eventually destroy Thatcher’s political career, had been designed specifically to induce hostility to local government, an adversary that obsessed her even after she’d essentially crushed it, with the GLC’s abolition in 1986 and the barring of forty-seven Liverpool councillors from office the year after. As was typical for Neil Kinnock’s leadership, the Labour Party at the top mostly played along. He might have appeared in a couple of pop videos, but Kinnock and Hattersley had no tolerance for such “loony” causes as gay liberation, feminism and Black sections, and certainly didn’t believe that they should in any way be funded or backed by Labour councils.34 Accordingly, as Livingstone later recalled:
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The GLC Peace Mural, Dalston




in the ‘87 election Labour had no commitment to reinstate a regional authority for London. By 1992 they realised they should, but one of the clauses in the manifesto said “the new authority will have no freedom to give grants to anybody” [laughs]. The level of controversy about this is hard to believe now, particularly when I think something like three quarters of our grants went to things like children’s playgroups.35



The GLC were enthusiastic about culture, but not careless about it; they insisted upon working out where each bit of their money was going.36 Accordingly, as Hazel A. Atashroo documents in her study of the GLC’s self-described Campaign for a Popular Culture, County Hall’s Arts and Recreations Committee surveyed who exactly was visiting each of the institutions they owned and funded, and came up with proposals to make them less “‘elitist”; “audience surveys from major venues including The Royal Festival Hall, National Film Theatre and Institute of Contemporary Arts… confirmed the suspicion that these venues largely appealed to the middle class professional, and were failing to draw a broader audience.”37 The attractive response to this was the “opening up” of the South Bank for the first time, but extended much further than that, to “a series of free public concerts, with the GLC bringing brass bands, steel bands, and classical ensembles in London factories and shopping centres”, and a famous mural programme across the capital. Inspired both by Rock Against Racism at the end of the 1970s and the pageants of the French and Italian Communist Parties, the GLC combined festivals with politics in such events as the “anti-nuclear ‘Peace Year’ in 1983, ‘London Against Racism’ 1984, the ‘Jobs For a Change’ Festival in Battersea Park in 1985, and the ‘GLC Farewell’ celebration held prior to its abolition in March 1986.”38

These surveys of GLC-funded institutions such as the Southbank Centre were often very critical. As Atashroo points out, “the GLC’s arts and recreation user surveys had demonstrated that London’s Black British constituents were not using GLC Arts and Recreation facilities, and had not therefore not been receiving a fair share of London’s cultural sponsorship.”39 The response to this was abortive, but would have ruffled more than a few feathers:


in September 1984 the GLC threatened to “evict” the Arts Council from the Hayward Gallery, purportedly due to the predominance of white male artists in the Hayward’s exhibition programme, in order to create a new “municipal” art gallery for London. A court case ensued over the future of the Hayward, but this was dropped as the threat of the abolition of the GLC was confirmed.40



The Roundhouse in Camden was planned to be transformed into an Ethnic Arts Centre. As none of this happened, we don’t know how successful this experiment in cultural democracy would have been — or whether it would have become more tokenism and box-ticking — but it is worth noting that the GLC’s effective Minister of Culture, Tony Banks, would reprise the role in the early years of New Labour, becoming Britain’s first Minister for Sport. There is more than a tiny hint of New Labour in the pursuit of “accessibility” via metrics.

It is where this story intersects with the GLC’s anti-racism that it becomes especially complicated. “There were”, Atashroo argues, “few GLC experiments perceived to be more contentious, both from right and left perspectives, than its ‘Ethnic Arts Sub-Committee’”. This was a massive programme, set up to fund everything from poetry to pop music both “by and for ethnic minority communities”.41 This was the sort of policy that was usually targeted in the “Loony Left” tabloid stories; the Ethnic Minorities Unit in County Hall was also bombed by a fascist group in March 1985. Sometimes, the provocation was unashamed and deliberate. In 1984, the GLC not only funded but released on their own label a reggae record, “Kill the Police Bill” by Ranking Ann, aimed at a bill which increased the powers already abundantly used to harass young Black people on the streets; “if dis Police Bill become law, ‘pon de street we a got have pure war” was among its couplets. Equally controversial at the time — and far less so now — was the monumental granite bust of Nelson Mandela flanking the Royal Festival Hall, sculpted by Ian Walters and unveiled by Oliver Tambo in 1985.

The focus on using the Ethnic Arts budget to fund various bright, cheerful murals appears to have irritated many more radical and avant-garde Black and Asian artists, and Marxists committed to a unified “Political Blackness” were scathing about the way discrete “communities” were singled out for different pieces of the municipal funding pie; the latter is a particularly prescient critique from the perspective of 2020. Certainly, some of the praise of the GLC from the left at the time on this issue has a slightly defensive tone. Atashroo cites Stuart Hall’s cautious defence of the GLC’s efforts to “talk culturally” to Black Londoners: “I am not saying that it has been a great success. But if you look at some of the people who have been willing to come in and fight for the GLC around the anti-racist policy, they would never have touched an elected politician before”.42 A particularly vehement critique of the GLC’s “municipal anti-racism” came in Paul Gilroy’s There Ain’t No Black in the Union Jack, published a year after the GLC’s abolition. Much of this critique is still highly convincing, and the photographs therein of the GLC’s various Anti-Racism Year advertisements do suggest a confused, tone-deaf and sometimes embarrassing campaign. Following on from a critique of the street-fighting Trotskyists of the Anti-Nazi League — seen as a decline from the more open, democratic approach of Rock Against Racism43 — the GLC’s efforts appear as a continuation of a macho line of thought where racism is “smashed” and “kicked out” of London, in campaigns aimed mainly at trying to convince white Londoners that racism a) existed, and b) was a bad thing. These often created “a view of racism as an autonomous ideological force, readily extricable from other dimensions of social life”. As Gilroy asked, “who will do the kicking out? Where will those people or ideas thus kicked out relocate themselves?”44. Well, according to Ken Livingstone himself, they had just gone to Finchley or Croydon South.
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The GLC’s Battle of Cable Street Mural



Seeing the GLC’s anti-racist politics as merely cultural is to miss the enormous advances that the shifts at County Hall actually achieved in less “symbolic” places. Satnam Virdee, in a recent account of “municipal anti-racism”, points to the real progress behind the ads and festivals, and how much they were an explicit response to the uprisings in Brixton, Bristol and Toxteth. “Prior to the urban rebellions of the early 80s”, Virdee points out, “most local authorities throughout Britain, including those led by Labour, had singularly failed to open up local state work to Black workers to any significant extent”. In “Greater London, Black and Asian workers remained significantly under-represented” — only 4% of council employees in Lambeth, and 11% in Hackney, well below the actual percentage of minorities in those boroughs. But between 1981 and 1986 the GLC “more than trebled the number of Black staff”, with the boroughs following suit; the local government union NALGO would be significantly radicalised as a result.45 This was especially impressive given how much this came in a context of mass unemployment that disproportionately affected Black and Asian Londoners. We will come to one of the more radical experiments in the boroughs, in Haringey, presently.

Gilroy ended his fairly withering chapter on the GLC with the recollection of one key exception to the apparent rule that “the GLC’s attempts to develop popular anti-racism tended to lack the active participation of large numbers of black people” — a 1984 event that contrasts somewhat with the utopian portrayal we’ve encountered of a festival at County Hall that year. The GLC had somehow “inadvertently blundered” into hosting an event that genuinely excited young Black Londoners — the Hip Hop Jam of September 1984 on the South Bank, which attracted “30,000 predominantly, though not exclusively black young people”46, where the GLC had expected five thousand. In the crush, a steward hit one of the attendees and fighting broke out, after which the Met were called in to break up the event. Three years after the riots of 1981, this meant only one thing for the youth in attendance. The GLC, for all their radical anti-racist posturing, were just like all the rest.

The People’s Planners

Inspiring as it is, certain aspects of the New Left GLC stored up problems that would reveal themselves in the future, when its chief protagonist returned to power in a substantially changed city. As a rule, the New Left held council housing in suspicion. In 1984 Livingstone told Tariq Ali that he didn’t “believe there is a way in which Hackney and Lambeth can manage their property in a socialist manner, given that they are each trying to manage some fifty to sixty thousand homes… You can’t manage that scale of organisation. You have to break it up into manageable units.”47 Relatively little housing was built by the New Left GLC, and only a trickle by the boroughs, through the sponsorship of housing co-ops or intriguing small-scale experiments such as the self-build programmes of Lewisham Council under the direction of councillor and architect Nicholas Taylor and the Weimar modernist Walter Segal.48 This is because London didn’t actually need it — people were still leaving the capital more than they were moving to it, and estates being “hard to let” was more an issue than them being overcrowded. But there is a deeper problem here, connected both to the critique of the top-down state and to the middle-class activist base of the New Left.

In a sympathetic study of the “new municipal left” of the early 1980s, the Fabian academic John Gyford pointed out mockingly that when faced with calls for “participatory” planning, right-wing Labour councillors “all agreed that they were perfectly in touch with the people and that more widespread ‘public participation’ was merely a Trojan horse for the middle classes”.49 This may have been self-serving, but it describes well what happened in Covent Garden, when the retention of the market’s buildings and the departure of its traders were gradually followed by the exodus of much of its working-class population, and the area’s transformation into a giant emporium for cutesy knick-knacks. It also describes the left GLC’s major built legacy — aside from several surviving Riveraesque socialist realist murals50 — the built “People’s Plan” at Coin Street. Defeating a bloated developers scheme that would have turned this stretch of riverside into a colony of the City, it replaced it with bizarrely low-density, high-security co-operative semis, right in the heart of London — this was a period of a widespread, anti-urban fear of crime, from which even the urban New Left was not immune. Flats and bougie shops were then opened in the former Oxo factory adjacent, and an attractive public park was added later. It is a wonderful enclave, providing good, genuinely affordable social housing in the centre of the metropolis, if you can convince its gatekeepers that you’ll be a good member of the co-operative. What was attractive about LCC housing was it was universal, and you had it by right. The importance of this was too often lost on the GLC New Left, missed through their insistence upon participation in all things.
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Self-Built Utopia at Honor Oak Park



Yet however much the municipal radicals of the Eighties might have misunderstood the housing built by their recent forebears, it is notable just how little mass council housing was ever demolished in London in the New Left era. Salvage projects were the norm, veering from various incongruous, ugly pitched roofs stapled onto concrete blocks to the rather lovely 1983 redesign with resident participation of Hackney Council’s Lea View House, Stamford Hill. At the time, this was atypical. Trotskyist Liverpool demolished scores of Art Deco council blocks; Sheffield levelled some of the most celebrated Brutalist architecture in the world; Manchester dynamited the Hulme Crescents, and Leeds the Quarry Hill flats,; while Glasgow publicly detonated the sublime Brutalist castles of Hutchesontown C. In London, a handful of unsafe, poorly constructed system-built estates, mostly in the East End, were demolished in the Eighties and Nineties, but there were no large-scale clearances until the 2010s. One place this unofficial policy of rehabilitation rather than clearance can be seen especially vividly is at Broadwater Farm, Tottenham, a large estate constructed at the turn of the Seventies in Haringey, one of the densely industrial boroughs that had not been part of the LCC.
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Coin Street — a People’s Plan Realised
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Renovated Hackney Council Housing at Lea View House



Broadwater Farm underwent a fairly familiar cycle for a large estate of its era — “decline” and crime over the course of the 1970s, social unrest in the Eighties, followed by a redesign and greater tenant involvement in management, followed by a quiet and gradual change into being a successful and pleasant part of the city, which has of course made no difference to how it is discussed by media and politicians. But the detail in this particular estate is extraordinary. Initially considered comfortable to the point of being “middle class”, Broadwater Farm became hard to let by the end of the 1970s, with its complex system of overhead walkways — designed to circumvent the high water table on a marshy site — being used as conduits for petty crime. More importantly, the area had profound tensions as the changing ethnic demographics of Tottenham came to be reflected in what had been a mostly white estate. By the early 1980s, an entirely white Tenants Association faced an activist rival in the Broadwater Farm Youth Association, set up both in response to the lack of representation in the Tenants Association, but also to the enormous rate of unemployment in the estate — which stood at one point at 90% among young Black men.51 The Labour New Left were highly supportive of the BFYA, particularly the new Haringey council leader Bernie Grant, though the active involvement in Broadwater Farm of the young councillor Jeremy Corbyn could also be noted.

In 1985, Broadwater Farm rioted after Cynthia Jarrett, the mother of Floyd Jarrett, a Youth Association activist, died in suspicious circumstances during a police raid; PC Keith Blakelock was killed during the fighting. The three men jailed for his murder, Winston Silcott, Engin Raghip and Mark Braithwaite, were innocent; this “Tottenham Three” were among several similar miscarriages of justice in the era, along with the Birmingham Six and the Guildford Four. Grant’s response to the riots is conventionally reported in terms of a public speech he gave immediately afterwards, in which he either said “the youths around here believe that the Police are to blame for what happened on Sunday (i.e.,, the death of Cynthia Jarrett) and what they got was a bloody good hiding”, or on Grant’s account, “the young people felt that the Police got a bloody good hiding”.52 What happened next is much less often discussed. As Ayo Williams recently wrote in Red Pepper, Grant went on to speak to residents directly about what they wanted:
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Broadwater Farm in its Context, photograph by Daniel Trilling




they demanded that people from the estate be employed to rebuild and clean it up. 383 people did just that and in the wider community, leases were given for community spaces. Many young people on Broadwater farm had also taken over disused buildings and turned them into vital services for the community such as youth centres and supplementary schools as well as creating initiatives to feed the growing elderly population.53



Central government funding allocated to the estate after the riots was ploughed into a programme that included the removal of the access decks and their replacement by ground floor entrances with concierges; a landscaping and redesign project was carried out by Haringey’s Borough Architect John Murray, in close collaboration with residents, and murals were painted by a resident artist, depicting Gandhi, Martin Luther King, John Lennon and Bob Marley. Disused shop units became light industrial workplaces, and several new community centres were built in the estate, the most recent in 2009. By the 2000s, this alleged “no-go area” and “sink estate” had one of the lowest crime rates anywhere in Britain; in one survey in the 2000s, Broadwater Farm emerged with the lowest amount of people feeling “unsafe” of any area in London.54 A formerly “hard to let” estate now has a long waiting list of people hoping to get one of its flats. None of this has been particularly well publicised. In the aftermath of the August 2011 riots, which began in Tottenham after another “suspicious” death involving the Met, David Cameron blamed the events on the estate’s architecture, claiming that it was “no coincidence” many of those jailed for rioting came from modernist estates, seemingly, or deliberately, oblivious to everything that had happened to Broadwater Farm since 1985. At the time of writing, two of its towers are slated for demolition for structural reasons, and the entire estate narrowly avoided being bundled into a “Haringey Development Vehicle” with the Australian developers Lendlease.

Along with Haringey, under the man the Sun called “Barmy Bernie”, the other major New Left borough at the time was Lambeth, under “Red Ted” Knight, Grant’s old comrade in the Trotskyist Socialist Labour League. Knight had taken over at Lambeth in 1978, and favoured a Poplar-style strategy of confrontation from the start. As he told Marxism Today in 1981:
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Broadwater Farm Pantheon, photograph by Daniel Trilling




Local government, as we understand it in Lambeth, frankly can’t work under the Tory government policies. I believe the time has come for us to take a stand against the Government on this issue of central government funding. What I have proposed to the local Labour Parties, and what I will be proposing to the Labour councillors and to the trade unions within Lambeth is that we should take such a stand. We should proceed to prepare our budget for next year on the basis that we are making no cuts…we should use that as a platform and as a basis for a campaign against the Government.55



Whereas the GLC, with its vast budget, was able to continue an enormous programme of social spending despite rate-capping, Lambeth was crippled, no longer able to raise enough to pay for its services, needed especially obviously after the Brixton riots.

One place where sadly there seems not to have been a meeting of minds is between Knight and Lambeth’s Communist Borough Architect, Ted Hollamby. Though there would seem to be much commonality in philosophy, Hollamby was an early critic of mechanised housing, and argued in his 1974 essay “The Social Art” that


people do not desperately desire to be housed in large estates, no matter how imaginative the design and convenient the dwellings… most people like fairly small-scale and visually comprehensible environments. They call them villages, even when they are manifestly not. We are not just dealing with housing as such. We are building a community. We don’t look at this in terms of so many houses. Rather we think in terms of the functions of a community. We don’t, you see, have club rooms for tenants but centres for a community. We don’t have old people’s homes set aside on their own. We integrate them into other things we are planning.56



You could easily imagine this coming from a radical New Left critic of centralised, functionalist municipal housing.

The move against Hollamby, as with the undermining of Neave Brown by Livingstone in Camden, reveals again the major blind spot of the 1980s left with regard to council housing. As Simon Hannah notes in his history of the left in Lambeth, while “ending slum housing and providing homes for everyone was a vision shared by every progressive”, municipal provision “directly conflicted with one of the key features that provided the material basis for radical communities in Lambeth — the squats and short life properties that acted as a base of operations for activists, organic intellectuals and community campaigners”. These were the concrete conditions that the New Left and the nascent gentrifiers, who were after all often the same people, shared — a common set of assumptions about housing that prized “character” and age rather than functionality or design. This helps explain why it was that “Knight and the left were intent on undermining the autonomy and power of the council officers — even ones from left backgrounds such as Hollamby”. All unelected municipal “fiefdoms” and power bases were under suspicion and to be broken up, even if they were demonstrably neither corrupt nor incompetent. Part of the attack on the Lambeth Architects’ Department entailed, Hannah relates, “dividing Hollamby’s role into two parts, effectively handing part of the architectural work over to another officer. This infuriated Hollamby… during one tense housing meeting where one of Hollamby’s developments was being criticised Hollamby confronted Knight afterwards; ‘What are you doing this for?’ ‘Well, you’re too powerful’ was the reply.”57

This was extremely short-sighted. It may be uncomfortable for the partisans of the 1980s New Left to admit, but looking in the 2020s at what still looks good out of a century of council house building, it is almost always the product of departments that had a stable staff, sizeable (and perhaps unaccountable) power, and large budgets that stand out: i. In London, the LCC in the Progressive and the post-war era, or Camden and Lambeth in the Sixties and Seventies, or Sheffield, Newcastle and Norwich outside of the capital. When housing and architecture departments became part of political conflicts, the time and care necessary to construct good housing was often collateral damage. Notoriously, when council housing was handed over to the big commercial builders, as in Tower Hamlets, the results were disastrous. Yet when it was handed over to “the community”, as in the 1980s, the results were often twee and flimsy — much more concerned about ensuring that a house “looked like a house” rather than the more complex questions of whether that house was well-built and integrated with pleasant public spaces.

However, as was common among the softer side of the left, Hollamby had little sense of how high the stakes were politically from 1979 onwards. According to Hannah, Hollamby “rejected the new ‘confrontational’ style of the leadership — in his mind the council had always worked well with central government and secured money for their projects. Why couldn’t Knight have the same attitude?” But money was no longer going to be offered for such projects. On the contrary, the Thatcher government was intent on making sure that nothing like Central Hill, Cressingham Gardens or Myatt’s Fields would ever be built again. Ironically, Hollamby’s next job was as an architect-planner on the sort of project that she wanted to see take their place. In 1981, Hollamby left Lambeth to work for the London Docklands Development Corporation, whose deliberate circumvention of local government in favour of an unelected, new towns-style “corporation” was one of Thatcher’s many methods of taking swathes of London out of the hands of the “loony left”. This enormous project entailed taking out of municipal control the old docks by the Tower of London, the West India docks on the Isle of Dogs, the Surrey Docks in Rotherhithe, and the gigantic city-within-a-city of the Royal Docks in Newham; the south-east London docklands of Deptford, Greenwich and Woolwich somehow managed to stay out.58 Famous later on for the American-style skyscraper colony at Canary Wharf on the Isle of Dogs, it encompassed a far larger area, by far the largest regeneration project in the world at the time, which under Thatcher became an experiment in an unregulated “Enterprise Zone” on a libertarian “Non-Plan”, a developer’s playground taken out of any democratic supervision. The first results were mostly low-rise, low-density suburban closes, which still dominate the Surrey “Quays”. The public Docklands Light Railway that runs through this privatised citadel was Hollamby’s legacy, but not a single new council house was ever built in “Docklands”.
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Radical Politics, Conservative Architecture
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Enterprise Zone



Meanwhile, Lambeth in the 1980s, when it did build, built tiny suburban closes, and named them after radical heroes — Langston Hughes Close and Pablo Neruda Close in Brixton, easily mistaken for Brookside. This apparent lack of understanding was long in the past in 2018, when Knight became a leading campaigner for the preservation of Hollamby’s Lambeth housing. “Red Ted” was elected chair of the local Labour Party in Gipsy Hill on the basis of very publicly opposing the demolition of the magnificent Central Hill estate. He died in this position in early 2020.59

Regardless of that later reconciliation, in the mid-1980s the municipal left was successfully divided. Lambeth was the only London borough to join Liverpool in refusing to set a legal rate, and as a result, its councillors were surcharged and barred from office. Taking the “legal” route, as upheld by the GLC, was no use either; though there was some conflict between a strongly supportive McDonnell and a more sceptical Livingstone over exactly how much to join with the illegal movement, causing tensions between the duo for decades. In any case, London’s government was abolished in 1986, and along with it, every one of the Metropolitan Councils of the six largest English cities outside the capital, that were set up by the mid-Seventies Labour government in the LCC’s image — Greater Manchester, West Midlands, West Yorkshire, South Yorkshire, Tyne & Wear, and Merseyside.60 The older rate-capped local authorities were all forced to capitulate to the government, though abolishing, say, Sheffield or Manchester City Council was beyond even Thatcher’s ambitions. Abandoning the defeated town halls for parliament, Livingstone, Grant and Abbott were all elected in 1987 as MPs for inner-city seats, becoming part of an ineffectual, defeated Socialist Campaign Group in Westminster, as the national party moved further and further to the right. McDonnell went for the more difficult suburban marginal of Hayes and Harlington, finally succeeding in 1997.
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Meeting point of the Red Teds — Central Hill



Of at least as much importance as the GLC’s abolition and the crushing of the municipal left in 1986 was the “Big Bang” in the City of London the same year.61 The removal of its old “restrictive practices”, passed through word of mouth in clubland, and their replacement with no-holds-barred computerised trading, powered a still-unending financial explosion spreading out from the old walled capital. A second, even less regulated City was then built in the late 1980s on the Docklands where the GLC had once prospected a “People’s Plan” — creating a North American-funded waterside skyscraper city at Canary Wharf. It was a failure at first, only becoming enormously successful under New Labour. Though trumpeted as an effort in laissez-faire “pristine capitalism”, it was, of course, backed up by massive central government investment in public transport (Hollamby’s Docklands Light Railway) and by post-industrial clean-up and dredging. This created in London a wholly new Atlanticist elite, as Massey would later argue. The City became Europe’s Wall Street, a conduit between New York, Frankfurt, La Defense and Shanghai, while the second City at Canary Wharf became something else entirely, an area so deregulated that it became the place where the likes of Lehman Brothers could play their riskiest games; in Peter Gowan’s words, it was “Wall Street’s Guantanamo”.62 The London of today is, more than anything else, the consequence of these two events in 1986. The London left has never developed a strategy to cope with either.
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Big Bang Architecture, London Wall
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The Second City




3: Faust in City Hall

The Greater London Authority, 2000-2020

Beszel’s dark ages are very dark. Sometime between 20 and 17 hundred years ago the city was founded, here in this curl of coastline. There are still remains from those times in the heart of the town, when it was a port hiding a few kilometres up the river to shelter from the pirates of the shore. The city’s founding came at the same time as another’s, of course. The ruins are surrounded now or in some places incorporated, antique foundations, into the substance of the city […] it may or may not have been Beszel that we built, back then, while others may have been building Ul Qoma on the same bones […] Perhaps there was one thing then that later schismed on the ruins, or perhaps our ancestral Beszel had not yet met and standoffishly entwined with is neighbour. I am not a student of the Cleavage, but if I were I would still not know.

— China Miéville, The City and The City (2009)1

After every election in Britain since 2010 — with the single exception of 2017 — the social media accounts of the young London left have shared a clip from Patrick Keiller’s London, an experimental film made in 1992 and released two years later. In it, two middle-aged socialist intellectuals, one, Robinson, a “researcher at the University of Barking” and the other, the unnamed narrator, a cruise ship’s cook, walk obsessively through the city in order to understand the triumph of Thatcherism and its apparent break with a European capitalism of quality consumer goods, public infrastructure and modern architecture. Robinson, who lives in an LCC flat in south London, obsesses over the failure of social democracy in the city, the disappearance of industry, the rout of modernism, the dominance of the monarchy, and the crushing of London’s elected institutions. The clip that gets shared on Twitter every couple of years comes mid-way through the film. The pair are witnessing the victory celebrations for the Tories after they unexpectedly snatched the 1992 election from Labour. Paul Schofield’s narration seethes with barely controlled rage, as, while John and Norma Major wave their flags — having won the biggest vote for any political party in British history — the walkers realise “there was no longer anything a Conservative government could do that would allow it to be voted out of office. We were living in a one-party state.” As he lists the immediate consequences — increasing homelessness, deteriorating public transport, pollution, bad heath — the narrator realises that London would continue not to have its own elected government. All this, because “in their miserable hearts, the English middle classes continued to believe it was in their interests” to vote Conservative. London was occupied territory, and its inhabitants’ “desire for the freedoms of city life” would be crushed continually by a vindictive, racist, puritan and philistine “suburban government”.
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The Margaret Thatcher Infirmary, Chelsea



This clip is shared every year because it captures the shock and alienation young socialist Londoners have felt in 2015, in 2016, and 2019, and their realisation each time of how alone and unrepresentative they are, something only compounded by the fact that so many of them have escaped to the capital from Conservative areas in the south, the Midlands, and in recent years, an increasingly Tory north. But the suburban, depopulated, car-centred, dilapidated city it describes has largely disappeared.2 One of the reasons for that is the influence of the governing body — or rather, governing individual — with which the GLC was eventually replaced.

Although they were generally hostile to the New Left, Neil Kinnock and John Smith, the Welsh and Scottish leaders that managed the Labour Party after the 1983 landslide defeat, included the reinstatement of the GLC in the 1992 manifesto. The replacement of this demand in Labour’s subsequent 1997 manifesto with what was always described as an “American-style” elected Mayor was an example both of Blair’s mortal hatred of local democracy, and his deep Atlanticism. It would seem odd, given the US city’s record of segregation, suburbanisation, violence and depopulation to regard it as more a model for London than the powerful, LCC-style urban senates of Berlin, Barcelona or Paris, but it fit New Labour’s painfully naïve obsession with Clinton’s America. It also fit Peter Mandelson’s liking for urban theatre — as would soon be seen as he personally presided over the Millennium Dome, a hungover, outer-suburban shopping mall version of the Festival of Britain.

Looked at in detail, the new governing body for London was a barely democratic shadow of the GLC. The elected mayor was to have real powers over only three areas — the production of a “London Plan” every few years, regulation of policing and the fire brigade, and control over London Transport’s latest iteration. It could not raise taxes, and it could not build or manage housing, and it had no control over schools, which would be overtaken by what Mark Fisher called “business ontology”.3 London Transport — which had been taken over from the GLC by central government in 1984 as punishment for “Fares Fair” — was re-branded as Transport for London. Below the mayor and its unelected officers was an Assembly elected by proportional representation from constituencies similar to those of the GLC; the powers of an AM (Assembly Member) were to be roughly limited to those of a member of the Russian Duma under Vladimir Putin, a matter of rubber-stamping and the production of reports. Their only real power was, and still is, the ability to reject the London Plan, though for this AMs need to assemble a two-thirds majority. It was believed by Blair and Brown that such a mayor would be a combination of manager and showman, and accordingly, the mooted mayoralty was described by the last elected leader of London as “a bloody stupid idea”. Although he then went on to serve two terms as mayor, Ken Livingstone has never abandoned this view.4

Rudely Interrupted

Reporting of Labour politics since 2015, with its “Momentum thugs” hell-bent on violent deselection, has made amusing reading for anyone who remembers the first London mayoral election, held in 2000. Blair and Brown desperately tried to keep Livingstone off the ballot as Labour candidate; beginning with personal bullying, they moved on to procedural obstructions, and ended with outright, open ballot-rigging, which saw Frank Dobson, a soft-left former colleague of Livingstone’s at Camden, becoming the official candidate. Livingstone stood as an independent, was duly expelled from the Labour Party, and won by a landslide — 58% of the vote. His victory speech began, “as I was saying, before I was so rudely interrupted fourteen years ago”.5 Although he then proceeded to staff his office with members of the Trotskyist sectlet Socialist Action, a tiny split from the International Marxist Group, Livingstone never made any attempt — unlike George Galloway a few years later — to set up an organised alternative to Blair and Brown’s compact with neoliberalism. He lobbied consistently for re-admittance to Labour, and achieved it before he was re-elected, with an only slight fall in vote share against the boorish Tory Steven Norris, in 2004. There was, however, no return to the insurgent popular socialism that had distinguished the GLC. Livingstone was intensely conscious of how little actual power his new role entailed, something which could not have been symbolised better than in Norman Foster’s new City Hall for the mayor’s office and the Assembly. A grub-like glass form appearing like a sort of stray testicle severed from the same architect’s phallic “Gherkin” in the City, it borrowed a metaphorical transparency from Foster’s new dome added after 1989 to Berlin’s bombed-out Reichstag — the appallingly simple-minded view that being able to “see” politicians at work through glass walls amounted to a form of democratic oversight. Now rather worn, muddy and sad, the building looks like an oversized cafeteria for the office blocks of (sic) “MoreLondon” around it, and it is merely leased from their developer.
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City Hall in MoreLondon



Livingstone put the most effort in his two terms — particularly, the first — into the largest and most successful transformation of London Transport since Morrison, Ashfield and Pick first brought it into being. One way of understanding the differences between London and the rest of the UK is that while its integrated public transport system was underfunded and neglected, it was not significantly dismantled under Thatcher and Major. Buses fared worst, operated from 1985 by private companies — but under the tight regulation of London Transport, who still set their routes, timetables, and buses’ integration with the rest of the system, and still maintained a monopoly, with no private bus networks allowed in the capital. This was the result of a specific exemption clause for London in the 1985 Transport Act that deregulated buses across the country. Inhabitants of Birmingham, Manchester, Sheffield or Newcastle, where integrated systems were torn to pieces, have correctly seen this as favouritism based on the simple fact that civil servants in London sometimes used London buses.6 Neglect of the tube, meanwhile, was a direct cause of the 1987 Kings Cross fire, when scattered waste under an escalator was set alight, killing thirty-one people. More motorways were built in this period, such as the M11 Link Road that carved up the East End in the 1990s, and “Red Routes” funnelled fast traffic through residential areas. But at least, London continued to have an integrated public transport system. The Jubilee Line extension of the late 1990s, built before the Private Finance Initiative wrecked building standards, was architecturally very impressive — though much about London’s shifts could be ascertained from the fact that a line originally planned to service the GLC’s giant housing estate-cum-New-Town at Thamesmead was rerouted to service both the second City at Canary Wharf and Mandelson’s flaccid attempt to emulate his grandfather at the Millennium Dome. This route entailed building two entirely separate sets of tunnels under the Thames.

Livingstone as mayor changed all of this, making full use of his powers over transport. He mounted the only serious attack on the motoring lobby in British political history, instituting an inner-zone Congestion Charge, which quickly reduced traffic in the capital by over 10%.7 It was bitterly resisted, particularly by what is shockingly London’s only real newspaper, the right-wing Evening Standard,8 and received no support from the Labour government, which appeared to regard it as Livingstone’s personal eccentricity. Vastly more cycle lanes were built than anywhere else in the country. Bus fares were kept low at the same time that more bus lanes were laid out, more buses were built, and lines were expanded, leading to a massive increase in usage. Especially in Livingstone’s second term, Transport for London had an aggressive policy of taking those parts of the privatised railway network that served London into public ownership, lines which were then reorganised into London Overground, a system similar to a German S-Bahn, bringing into London Transport parts of London’s transport that Morrison and Pick never managed to take over. The first new trams in London since the Fifties glided across the south London suburbs, from Croydon to Wimbledon. Even the passenger boats on the Thames were made part of a publicly regulated system. The Oyster smartcard was brought in to make changing between these easier, and to cap the amount a user would pay for a day’s usage.
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The Jubilee Line Extension — Southwark



Londoners still occasionally, theatrically complain about their transport, but this is outright insulting to anyone who relies on public transport in Birmingham, Manchester or Glasgow (whose equivalent of the Oyster can be used only on its single-line subway). London has the only public transport system in Britain that can be compared with any other in Europe without embarrassment, and this achievement owes a great deal to Livingstone’s personal commitment. Moreover, all this was in the face of often fierce opposition from Blair and Brown, who were much more preoccupied with imposing a “Public-Private Partnership” on the tube. Livingstone hired the American planner Bob Kiley as the first head of Transport for London; the mayor was quoted at the time as saying “I can’t believe I’m trying to recruit an ex-CIA agent”. But unlike some of his other compromises at the time, this was a smart move, given that Kiley, who had saved the Boston and New York subways from bankruptcy, was a trenchant opponent of privatisation. As Livingstone told Anna Minton, “given Brown’s besotted love of all things American, we thought if we produced Bob Kiley for him he might drop all this PPP crap. But he refused to meet Bob — he wouldn’t have anything to do with him.”9 Livingstone and Kiley fought Brown’s plans to part-privatise the tube in court, and lost; the new private operators, Metronet and TubeLines, were inept and insolvent, and were quietly nationalised by his successor, Boris Johnson, in 2008 and 2010 respectively. By then, Gordon Brown was not able to block it.

Livingstone no doubt saw this improvement as a socialist achievement, in line with the 1930s dream of a Ruskinian-modernist network tying London, and Londoners together. But one wholly unexpected effect was that Transport for London became a means to inflate property values, as the professional middle classes and the employees of financial services, and even more, their children, left their big cars and their suburban houses and returned to the metropolis, lured at least in part by the huge improvement in public transport. Whereas housing next to railway lines was once sooty, cheap and blighted, from the 2000s onwards new flats in close proximity — sometimes so close as to be hard up against heavy rail viaducts — to a tube, DLR or London Overground station would be more rather than less expensive. This is connected to Livingstone’s great failure, which was on the question of housing and planning, an inextricable consequence of his deals with the by now enormously powerful City, and its allies in real estate.

The most serious and sympathetic contemporary analysis of Livingstone’s mayoralty was his old GLC comrade Doreen Massey’s World City, published in 2007. She correctly pointed out that, under him, the GLA had achieved much more than Blair had wanted or expected, showing “a strong commitment to combating inequality across numerous cross-cutting dimensions”, including “progressive policies on wages paid to the authority’s own workers”10 and more public access to open spaces, lakes and nature reserves, something seen especially well in an ambitious, if never fully completed programme of “100 Public Spaces”. None of this could obscure the fact that “the main economic axiom that underlies it all is to support the continuation of the existing growth in financial and business services”.11 Livingstone’s London was a vision of what the Blair government could have achieved if its neoliberalism were not quite so dogmatic and boneheadedly Americanist — trickle-down economics intersecting with genuine redistribution, though all on a pyramidal system where wealth at the top was intended to percolate downwards. London actually became more, rather than less unequal during Livingstone’s second incarnation. This was often misleadingly read as an epiphenomenon, rather than the direct consequence of his new approach to growth and distribution. As Massey noted, the frequently made “regretful caveat” about the “exuberant, champagne-swilling” London that “there is ‘still’ poverty too”, completely missed precisely how much London’s “success and the poverty are intimately related”.12 As new luxury flats were built in boroughs like Newham, Southwark and Tower Hamlets, all at or near the top of the UK’s indices of multiple deprivation, it became ever clearer that “inequality between rich and poor, the glaring starkness of class difference… is more marked than anywhere else in the country”.13 Most of all, “it is not just that the poor in London have to live (‘paradoxically’) cheek by jowl with the rich, it is also that their very co-presence makes their lives much harder”.14 The place where this would be seen most is housing.

Expanding the Rent Gap

Livingstone, irrespective of the strong reservations about council housing he had evidently held both at Camden and at the GLC, would probably have found it hard to build in large numbers even if he had wanted to. Already in bitter conflict with the government on tube privatisation and on foreign policy, where he was an extremely vocal opponent of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, he may have perhaps considered it unwise to open up another front. In any case, he loudly and repeatedly claimed that he had no need to go and beg a vehemently hostile Gordon Brown for money to build council housing, because he could make developers build it instead. Here, he creatively used the “Section 106” agreements brought into the national planning system in 1990, which were intended to commit developers to offsetting the increasingly free rein they had from government by building very basic public infrastructure — some money for road improvements in exchange for being allowed to build on rezoned industrial land, for instance. Livingstone’s London Plans intensified this by demanding that developers — practically given a licence to print money by the staggering inflation of the price of land and property in the capital since 198615 — repay some of their windfall by building what was called “Affordable Housing” as part of their schemes. Livingstone insisted that 50% of all developments be “affordable”, but provided no definition of what “affordable” actually meant. It came to be used to define a range of what developers would call “products”. Social housing, run by charitable Housing Associations like the old Peabody Trust, which would be let to people on the council waiting list. Studio flats. Shared ownership. One-bedroom flats. Cheaper flats in less desirable parts of a given development, away from water, sunlight and views. Flats on different sites, with the affordable housing for a development in Chelsea being bunged away somewhere in Hammersmith. Housing that was relatively cheap for an extortionate area — only a quarter of a million, for Fulham! “Starter Homes”. Basements. Placed alongside even the most careless of LCC housing construction, this was pathetic.
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SuperPrime and Council Rent in Chelsea



Compared with the paranoid suburbanism of Thatcher’s Docklands or the first phase of the GLC’s Coin Street, the architectural results were at least confident, dense, urban and reasonably well-laid out, often connected with new schools, libraries, galleries and transport hubs; they looked, at their best, such as Gillett Square in Dalston, or the square around the award-winning Peckham Library, like they were planned by people who actually liked living in London. This showed the close influence on Livingstone of Richard Rogers, an architect and Labour peer on the soft left, who had written an architectural manifesto for London as part of Labour’s 1992 election campaign, advocating for a “European” urbanism of squares, flats, parks, public buildings, public space and public housing (the latter would be the missing factor in the built reality).16 Even these public spaces, often included as part of the mayor’s programme, would frequently be privately owned and managed by private security companies. What really made this little more than a pleasant facade, a Potemkin city, was a perfect storm that built throughout the 2000s. It combined the intensity of house price inflation, the huge increase in London’s population — back up to 1930s levels by Livingstone’s second term — the total disappearance of council housing construction, the Right to Buy council housing and a yawning “rent gap” leading to a massive rise in landlordism. This often revealed itself in ways that upended expected hierarchies of class. Cockney-accented new Kent residents who had Right-to-Buyed their flats in inner London estates would make enormous sums from exploiting flat-sharing teachers and social workers, who earned vastly less than a London black cab driver. Redistribution, though not of the sort Livingstone had envisaged. By 2008, housing had become the single most important issue in London, and Livingstone’s mayoralty was able to do almost nothing about it. Even the pitiful trickle of genuinely “affordable”, social Housing Association housing was frequently batted back by developers’ mastery of “viability assessments”, which set absurdly high profit margins and claimed that anything below that wasn’t good enough.
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Twenty-first-century Municipal — Peckham Library



During this period, the City spiralled out of all control. Defined for years by two sad, lone skyscrapers — Richard Seifert’s NatWest Tower in the old walled City and Cesar Pelli’s pyramidal One Canada Square at Canary Wharf — high-rise office blocks were suddenly built in huge numbers in the 2000s, encouraged by the City’s aesthete planning director Peter Rees to take perverse, experimental shapes and forms, twisting and turning to frame the “viewing corridors” from London’s parks towards St Paul’s Cathedral, one of Livingstone’s cherished planning policies. Skyscrapers then began to be built outside of the City’s undemocratic fiefdom, with Livingstone’s express approval; the mayor believed that he could use them to squeeze out commitments to affordable housing and transport; this opponent of “globalisation” appears to have thought he could use global capital to build local socialism. Yet the instruments he used for this were intrinsically unsuited to it; as a source at the GLA points out, “even a well run section 106 agreement leaves the developer on the front foot and relies on rising property values”.17 The results could be farcical and insulting. The Section 106 agreement for the 95-storey “Shard” in Bermondsey — the tallest building in Europe outside of Moscow, a multifunctional skyscraper with hotel, offices, flats and bars, oligarchic in both its form and its royal Qatari ownership — entailed a couple of bus stops, a redesign of London Bridge station, and a few scraps of cash thrown to Guys Hospital below. Given the seismic, cataclysmic effect of a building of that scale on a working-class area, this was the urbanist equivalent of carbon offsetting.
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The City Skyline in 2012




[image: image]

Looking the wrong way down the Viewing Corridor at Greenwich Park
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The new City skyline from Gipsy Hill



In addition to this, developers were being directed by central government, especially under the architectural enthusiast John Prescott, to build on ex-industrial “brownfield” land rather than on the green belt. This meant much more was being built in inner London, especially in the East End. London now had by the end of the 2000s two new axial, linear cities. One stretched along the formerly industrial Thames, a shallow spine of “stunning developments”, their multicoloured balconies giving out onto the silent river and their backsides turned against Southwark, Battersea, Rotherhithe, Wapping, Greenwich, Charlton, Woolwich. The other was north-south, along the river Lea, reshaped as part of the 2012 Olympics that Livingstone fought hard to secure for London. It turned East End industrial suburbs like Hackney Wick and Stratford into colonies of insular, gated luxury high-rises. Livingstone’s comment on this hugely expensive new district, as central government was forced to plough more and more money into it, was that “this was exactly the plan. It has gone perfectly.”18 One could indulgently wonder if the then ex-mayor thought he had managed to squeeze some sort of new Alton Estate in Stratford out of Qatari Diar, the Olympic Village’s owners. But though the new riverside park is pleasant and Zaha Hadid’s vaulting, organic swimming pool delightful, more social housing was destroyed in its construction (in the form of the erased Clays Lane Estate) than was built.

A useful comparison to understand where the second Livingstone project failed, even on the constrained terms of the last twenty years, is with the Welsh Assembly or the Scottish Parliament, set up around the same time. In 2001, a television debate between Livingstone and then First Minister Alex Salmond centred on the “subsidy” London received, particularly the scale of its infrastructural and cultural spending when compared with the rest of the country. Salmond asked Livingstone, as Doreen Massey relates, “why don’t the opulent areas of London pay a little more council tax than they do now to subsidise the poor ones?” Livingstone replied, “I would like that, but I haven’t got the freedom to do so.”19 Yet Salmond demanded that freedom, repeatedly, and got it. Much more new social housing has been built in twenty-first-century Scotland than in London, although London’s population is larger and its need is greater. Both the Scottish Parliament and the Welsh Assembly, neither of them hotbeds of the left, have repealed the right to buy council housing. Rather than being unable to move against property and finance, it seems equally likely Livingstone was unwilling to confront it, as if doing so would throw London back into the depopulated, deindustrialised city of 1981. The money was there, and so much of it — by keeping it sloshing around, he could bully developers into redirecting it into housing. Until then, one thing Livingstone, always a sharp operator, couldn’t have been accused of was naivete. How could he have been so credulous?
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Swimming Pool and Carpenters Estate, Queen Elizabeth II Park
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Prefab Parthenon, Olympic Village



What Livingstone did manage to continue from the GLC years was an official policy of anti-racism, anti-sexism, anti-homophobia and anti-imperialism, which many found a relief both from Major’s bigotry and Blair’s authoritarianism. He was outspokenly scornful of Blair’s commitment to the War on Terror, and denounced George W. Bush as a “war criminal” at a Stop the War rally in 2004. The GLA’s first London Plan, released the same year, made some effort, in Massey’s words, to recognise that “London is a cause of what happens in the wider world, that it does indeed have some agency in that regard (it is not simply a local victim of the global) and that it can and should take responsibility for its effects”.20 That is, it instigated fair trade policies, reductions in the use of fossil fuels, and attempts to source produce locally — a sort of ethical foreign policy for London. However it did not extend these courtesies to the rest of Britain, committed as it was to London regaining its 1939 population levels and securing the maximum of infrastructure funding, regardless of the fact this would mostly be at the expense of the depopulating towns and cities to its north and west. As in the 1980s, there was real anti-imperialist solidarity at work here as often as there were token gestures. Most famously, London’s new buses ran on subsidised Venezuelan oil, part of a deal with Hugo Chávez where London would send transport and planning advisers to Caracas. The main exception to this continuity with the Eighties was in Livingstone’s firm backing of the Metropolitan Police. In 2005, the man who went down to the Brixton frontline in 1981 was publicly defending the Met’s shooting of the Brazilian student Jean Charles de Menezes on the basis of racial profiling, one of the grimmest events in London’s own War on Terror, soon after the 7/7 tube and bus bombings. Combined with the spiralling cost of living, this would demoralise Livingstone’s base enough for the Tories to be able to mount, with the major assistance of the Evening Standard, a successful campaign to retake the capital.

Government from the Toilets of Davos

In his second term, the first Mayor of London started up a free weekly newspaper, in partial competition with the two now-forgotten freesheets that clogged buses and tube carriages in the mid-2000s, London Lite and thelondonpaper, both swallowed up when the Standard itself became a freesheet. The Londoner, as it was called, was rather fun — a typical issue might feature articles on classic London cafes, Venezuelan government poverty-reduction programmes and columns by St Etienne’s Bob Stanley. It was a fairly modest attempt to counter the overwhelming presence of the Standard, who have mounted unscrupulous campaigns on behalf of each of the Conservative contenders at mayoral elections since 2000. But a media hate campaign always needs some actual discontent to fan, and in the case of Boris Johnson’s attempt to win London for the Tories, there was an astute combination of sotto voce bigotry (expressed through Standard articles on Livingstone’s friendly relations with various Muslim clerics), TV personality banter and a willingness to steal policies from one’s opponent whenever necessary. The organised Stop Boris campaign, which at one point had an entire cover story endorsing it in the Guardian, concentrated on trying to emphasise one of this chameleonic, breathtakingly cynical politician’s many careers — his tenure as an editor of the hard-right Spectator, in which capacity he was frequently, flagrantly racist, throwing around slurs — the more antiquated the better — with abandon. This was intended to be a way of disassociating him from his second media career, as a liberal Tory, all floppy hair, self-deprecation and Tommy Cooper-style studied ineptitude, in which capacity he regularly appeared on and occasionally hosted the liberal news quiz Have I Got News For You. The attempt to tear the mask off and reveal a Victorian bigot behind the jolly Tory it’s OK to like was a spectacular failure. Tragically, this didn’t stop it being re-run by the Labour general election campaign in 2019.

Johnson represented a particular clique in the Conservative Party which that was, for the first time in decades, metropolitan rather than suburban. His contemporaries at Eton and the Bullingdon Club, David Cameron and George Osborne, then Leader of the Opposition and Shadow Chancellor, were social liberals who had bought houses in North Kensington, a multicultural area where large council estates in Ladbroke Grove are literally spitting distance from the pastel-painted Italianate Notting Hill villas that Peter Rachman had once subdivided to let to workers fresh off the Windrush. Johnson’s electoral strategy to seize the capital from Livingstone was a mix of the old anti-Fares Fair coalition in the outer suburbs — what his campaign manager Lynton Crosby called the “Zone 5 Strategy” — Islamophobic dog-whistling for older racists, and an appeal to the inner London upper class, who were threatened with a westward expansion of the Congestion Charge, which Livingstone with his customary honesty called a tax on “Chelsea Tractors”. Along with this went a nostalgic appeal to people that hadn’t lived in inner London for decades, promising that the single-decker, tram-like “bendy buses” that Livingstone had introduced for rush hour routes be replaced with a new version of London Transport’s elegant 1950s bus, the Routemaster.

This new bus — devised by a master of expensive kitsch, the “designer” Thomas Heatherwick;, overheated, tawdry, and being phased out at the time of writing — was one of several boondoggles that marked Johnson’s eight years in power, expertly documented by the architect Douglas Murphy in his 2017 book Nincompoopolis: The Follies of Boris Johnson. Along with the work of a handful of journalists, such as Dawn Foster, Adam Bienkov and the late Tom Barry (blogger at Boris Watch), it marked one of very few attempts to work out exactly what it was Boris was doing in the mayoralty. This disinterest is in some ways explained by Johnson’s own evident disinterest in the job — he was known to swivel, bored and visibly not listening, in his chair while his aides, officers and AMs tried to explain particular policies or problems to him. His “follies” were sometimes built — the ArcelorMittal Orbit, his only contribution to the Olympic site, a ridiculous viewing tower cooked up in the toilets of Davos with Lakshmi Mittal and Anish Kapoor, or the asinine “dangleway” cable car that needlessly carries people from Canning Town to the old Millennium Dome (by now an American-style mega-arena, sponsored and known as the “o2”).
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The “Dangleway”



Murphy argues that these various “features” were an attempt to redress a certain cultural cringe in the capital; to boost its “Offer”, as Johnson insisted, using the verb as a noun. London can be handsome, but it is not a beautiful city, like Rome or Paris or Edinburgh. While it has its panoramas and views, it is also not a stunning city, unlike the outrageous skylines and steel canyons of New York, Dubai or Shanghai. Johnson, who was born in the Upper East Side of Manhattan, was acutely aware of this, and of its possible consequences in the battle between London and New York for The Most World City In The World title. “Perhaps some of this precarity of spectacle influenced Johnson over the years”, writes Murphy, “with his desperation for architectural confetti to disperse across the capital, as if somehow at some point there would be an emperor’s-new-clothes moment, and the world would realise that London is a scrappy mess of a city, all false decorum and barely concealed spivvery.”21 Yet most of his follies, such as a reconstruction of the Crystal Palace or a moronic, ticketed, Heatherwick-designed “Garden Bridge” near the National Theatre, were not actually constructed — they didn’t need to be, they’d done their work as Evening Standard headlines. Johnson has always been a confidence trickster. But the fears that a Johnson administration would mean the Spectator in power in London were unfounded.


[image: image]

“Little Venice”, evidence that London is not Venice



Livingstone’s 2008 manifesto transport policies were mostly discarded — a Congestion Charge for Kensington and Chelsea and for traffic-choked Greenwich, an extension of Croydon’s suburban tram into Brixton and then across the Thames, and the pedestrianisation of Oxford Street. This mounted an armistice in City Hall’s heatedly discussed “war on the motorist”. Along with these came the cancellation of the 100 Public Spaces programme and of course the “Town Hall Pravda” of The Londoner. Johnson didn’t need a paper to explain what he was up to for Londoners, as he already had the Evening Standard. Elsewhere, the continuity was very clear. Private railway lines into London continued to be taken into public ownership under the London Overground banner, TubeLines and Metronet were nationalised, and in one case, Johnson took over from his rival’s manifesto a plan for a hire bicycle scheme, to which his only contribution was sponsorship from Santander and renaming them “Boris Bikes”. Similarly, Livingstone’s official multiculturalism was continued, albeit less convincingly. The racist and homophobic statements ceased. Johnson trumpeted his distant Turkish ancestry, and headed to the Notting Hill Carnival every year. Livingstone was furious at all of this, and he was regularly seen at City Hall scrutinising his rival. Yet an attempt to take back what he clearly saw as his by right failed completely. In the 2008 election, a strong personal showing for Livingstone saw him register a respectable defeat, as Labour were nationally and locally routed; but in 2012, the opposite was the case, as Labour won a majority of seats at the GLA but lost the mayoralty again to Johnson. Livingstone finally retired, to a twilight of punditry.

Johnson was in power in London during the riots of August 2011, sparked by the Met’s shooting of the unarmed Mark Duggan in Tottenham. Naturally, there was no repetition of Livingstone’s 1981 visit to Brixton, nor of Bernie Grant’s people’s planning. The riots, even more than the student protests and university occupations that preceded them by mere months, were generally explained as utterly baffling, inexplicable events, mere criminality — including by Grant’s successor as MP for Tottenham, David Lammy. It would be patronising to claim that there wasn’t opportunistic looting and random violence in the week of the riots, but it would also be dubious to claim that there was any less in Brixton in 1981 or Broadwater Farm in 1985. The lootings and battles with the police largely took place in inner-city areas which had already been significantly gentrified, and as white, middle-class incomers took their brooms to collectively clean the glass-strewn streets of Hackney, with “Boris” (“what a legend”) cheering them on, the inequalities of London were on horrible public display. Johnson was also in power during the financial crisis, and here, predictions that it might lead to an early 1990s-style bonfire of mortgages in the capital, with riverside yuppie flats turning into negative equity ghettoes, proved to be accurate only for mere months. Instead, with remarkable speed, the global financial crisis actually intensified the housing crisis. If Doreen Massey’s cautiously optimistic World City was the most complete analysis of the second coming of Ken Livingstone, then the Johnson administration — and the Labour councils beneath him — were best analysed a decade later by sociologist Anna Minton’s bleak Big Capital, which concentrated on something Massey had almost ignored — housing, by then in profound crisis.
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Woolwich Wilko, days after the 2011 Riots



Wiltshire London Abu Dhabi Hong Kong Singapore

After 2008, London became a place to stuff “disaster capital”. Every time a crisis struck somewhere elsewhere in the world, the effects were felt in London’s property, as if as some sort of belated revenge for the way the world was once dictated to by London’s gunboats. The Greek financial crisis saw the capital of Hellenic shipbuilders slosh into Fitzrovia. Each new iteration of the wars in the Gulf saw Qatar and the UAE buy up ever- larger swathes of London’s property market. Post-crisis restrictions on speculation in Malaysia and Singapore — which models its 85% council housing system on the old LCC — saw investors there snap up off-plan luxury high-rises in Nine Elms. The war between Russia and Ukraine was accompanied by oligarchs from both countries moving into the most expensive flats in the world, at Richard Rogers’ One Hyde Park. This “super-prime crisis”,22 as Minton called it, consisted of a “very large-scale injection of global capital into London’s safe haven, including corrupt money… combined with quantitative easing, limited regulation, flexible employment and some of the lowest corporate tax rates in the world, to transform London in under a decade”.23 This was not in any way an accident, but was openly marketed as a selling point by both the Tory Greater London Authority and Labour councils. One of the most egregious examples was a brochure produced by Tower Hamlets Council for overseas investors in its Blackwall Reach scheme, which would replace Robin Hood Gardens, an architecturally acclaimed housing estate. The brochure specifically noted, as reasons to invest in London property, the “undersupply of new homes — 52,000 homes are required per annum in London. Only 24,800 were built in 2016” and “London as a ‘safe haven’”, illustrated by a little logo of a padlock.24 The shamelessness of this still shocks — the inflation of London’s housing costs and the opacity of its tax structure were being hailed by a local authority in order to flog private flats to a footloose investors.
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Alpha Housing, One Hyde Park



A concentration on foreign investors can sometimes be faintly xenophobic. Wholly English absentee slum landlords in the Home Counties or residing in nice Georgian houses in inner London are just as often culpable; when thinking of those responsible for this state of affairs, I often recall the locales listed underneath the logo of one estate agents opposite the gross flats of St George’s Wharf in Vauxhall — “Wiltshire London Abu Dhabi Hong Kong Singapore”. As Minton points out, the inflation in London house prices since the 1970s has been above inflation by 513%, as against 166% in the rest of the country. “The result… has been a situation where one part of the population is pitted against the other, with those who own gaining directly from rising prices that exclude everyone else.”25 London was becoming a massive concentration of the propertyless, who have almost no legal rights — most tenants are on Assured Shorthold Tenancies that last a year at best, six months at worst, and subject to regular rent rises well above inflation, and potentially to “no-fault” evictions. 42% of flats lost in London to the Right to Buy have become private rentals.26 The myth of the UK as a “property-owning democracy”, favoured equally by Thatcher and Brown, was dissolving. Within Europe, home ownership is now lower only in Austria, Denmark and Germany, all of which still build social housing in large numbers and have strict rights for tenants. This was a landlord’s paradise.
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Out — Robin Hood Gardens, from its “Mound”
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In — New Private Housing in Blackwall Reach



As Rowland Atkinson notes in his book on the “Alpha City” of the London super-rich, the lack of trickle-down is stunningly conspicuous. Unlike the High Victorian era that birthed the LCC, where a guilty bourgeoisie — one that still believed in Hell — put money and time into alleviation for the “deserving poor”, whether parks, sewers, social housing or “settlements”, the London upper class of the 2010s “appear to show little interest in such social contracts or obligations. London is a city apparently the poorer for wealth condensing there”.27 As Atkinson points out, the exception to this rule is in art, whether in the funding (and naming) of extensions, or in private art galleries like Saatchi Gallery, or Damien Hirst’s Newport Street Gallery in Vauxhall. One could perhaps add the fact some of the business-driven “City Academies” that have replaced comprehensives in some inner-city areas are funded by hedge fund managers; opposite Pablo Neruda Close in Brixton, you’ll find the Zaha Hadid-designed Evelyn Grace Academy, owned and managed by Arpad “Arki” Busson’s personal charity ARK, that is, “Absolute Return for Kids”.

A tour of this “Alpha City” would, of course, still centre on the West End; networks of the ultra-rich have created such beats as “One Hyde Park… built through a combination of rich architects used by rich developers deployed by national wealth funds to create residences to be sold to an international super-elite”, while at “at Chelsea Barracks (strapline ‘A heritage, a destiny, a legacy’) a billion pound sale of land to the Qatari wealth fund has led to a development in which the smallest two-bedroom apartment costs no less than £5.2m, while its smart townhouses sell for £37m, each with a private swimming pool”. The grossest of all is “Admiralty Arch’s conversion to a single residence of twelve bedrooms costing around £150m”.28 In a situation where housing need became desperate, vacancy in the West End became endemic.; “In 2011, the most recent census period which captures all residents and homes, vacant housing comprised around 3.5% for London as a whole”, but “in the superprime alphahoods” like Belgravia and Kensington, the figure could be as high as 11.1% of dwellings.29
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Absolute Return for Kids
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Alpha Housing, Holland Park



One could add to Atkinson’s bestiary of a city having a property-based nervous breakdown some other morbid phenomena. The Design Museum taking over the old Commonweath Institute in Holland Park and building two extraordinarily dense blocks of flats (designed, naturally, by a famous architecture firm) on parkland to pay for the refurbishment. Any old house had value, no matter how dilapidated — in fact, dilapidation could become a virtue. An artist bought the uninhabitable house of William Lyttle, the Hackney “Mole Man”, which had been rendered structurally unsound through the owner’s obsession with tunnelling beneath it, for £1m at auction — and converted it into a single studio. Speculative flats were built anywhere and everywhere; particularly when the second Cameron government relaxed rules on the conversions of office blocks to housing. Poorer boroughs have seen some of the worst of this, as former community assets — polytechnics, youth centres, Remploy offices — are sold off and become yet more unaffordable apartments. Student housing was even worse, officially re-classed as hotels rather than housing, and hence not regulated for space, light or air (it is no accident that the leftward shift in London began with a rash of student protests and riots in 2010 and 2011).
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The House of the Hackney “Mole Man”, before it sold for £1m



Rather than council housing coming into its own in this crisis and picking up the slack, the exact opposite process started to take place, where the London boroughs — most still, especially in inner London, Labour — started to cannibalise the housing that had been built by the LCC, the GLC and their borough forebears, demolishing estates in vast clearances and selling the land. Meanwhile, “affordable” housing had finally been given a definition, in the 2013 London Plan — 80% of market rent, which given the scale of inflation managed to price out the entire London working class and most of its middle class from the “product” that was supposed to solve their housing problems. This instantly killed stone dead Livingstone’s hopes for getting developers to build the social housing the government would not. The methods by which estates would be redeveloped owed much to one of the most notorious London politicians, the Tory leader of Westminster Council in the 1980s, the Tesco heiress Shirley Porter. Noting the fact that the large housing estates in the borough were increasingly outvoting Tory homeowners, meaning the council would likely fall to Labour if something wasn’t done, she adopted a policy of demolishing council housing in desirable areas (moving tenants to asbestos-ridden “hard to let” blocks), replacing it with new private-public “stable communities”, and building large quantities of luxury housing so that its inhabitants would outvote the proles. Westminster considered this to be “revenge for Morrison”, and his apocryphal plan to build the Tories out of the capital.
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Office to “Resi”, Woolwich
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The Councils Eat Themselves



It was incredible to see Labour local authorities engage in the same policies throughout the 2000s and 2010s, and arguably, it had the sort of effects Porter imagined it would — Red Battersea, home of John Burns, John Archer and “Comrade Sak”, went to the Tories in 2010, surely at least in part because of the new stunning riverside colonies that had been dotted all over it to “build the Tories in”. On a local level, the inner-London boroughs of Tower Hamlets, Newham and Southwark were the worst offenders, selling off with abandon the large quantities of land they had acquired over the course of the twentieth century. Between 2005 and 2015 fifty council estates with a population of 30,000 were subject to “estate regeneration”, which saw the number of homes doubled, the number of private homes in the estates increased tenfold, and an eventual net loss of 8000 social homes. The reason that this fact — long suspected — can be statistically proven as down to the power of the Greater London Authority to commission reports on itself. The February 2015 report Knock It Down Or Do It Up: The Challenge of Estate Regeneration, compiled by a cross-party group chaired by the Green AM Darren Johnson and the Labour AM Tom Copley, proved beyond all doubt that not only Johnson’s housing policies, but also those of Livingstone and the Labour councils, had been an appalling failure.30 Either that, or to misuse Livingstone’s phrase, “this was exactly the plan. It has gone perfectly.”

With his usual unblinking chutzpah, Johnson described the results of estate regeneration as “Kosovo-style cleansing”, though by “calling in” and approving various disputed development schemes, he helped the process along greatly. He did make some strictly aesthetic changes, particularly through a mayor’s Design Guide which dammed the “Dubai-on-Thames” (another Johnson coinage) slurry of shiny, trespa and aluminium-clad executive flats through the simple expedient of building exactly the same flats for exactly the same investors but cladding them with a half-inch skin of biscuity brick instead. This was grandly described as a “New London Vernacular”, though London’s real vernacular is considerably more interesting. His proposed solution to the mounting crisis was always that sheer numbers of new flats would, through the laws of supply and demand, bring prices and rents down. This was and is nonsensical — when supply fell during the brief recession in London after the financial crisis, so too did housing costs.31 Accordingly, many Londoners pray for another economic meltdown.
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New London Vernacular, Lewisham
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New London Vernacular, Lewisham (2)



A Compromiser in a Crisis

In 2011, when young gentrifiers in Hackney waved brooms aloft to clear up the waste left by the actions of youth who had actually been born there, few would have predicted the degree of political unanimity that most of London has seen in the last five years. Johnson’s attempt to paint himself as a different sort of Tory appeared to have succeeded — even expressions of contempt, such as the ritual shouts of “wanker!” when the mayor bicycled to City Hall, seemed theatrical and basically affectionate. Accordingly, the Tories tried to repeat the trick for the 2016 mayoral election by selecting Zac Goldsmith, another liberal Tory, and a long-standing environmentalist, as his successor when Johnson shifted to parliament, standing for the edge-of-London seat of Uxbridge, right next to Hayes and Harlington, where Livingstone’s old deputy John McDonnell had carved out an unexpectedly powerful suburban base for himself. The campaign was much the same, except for Goldsmith’s personal charmlessness. Promises to continue favouring public transport and “building houses”, went alongside an unsubtle Islamophobic campaign through the usual proxy of the Evening Standard, against the Labour opponent, the soft left lawyer Sadiq Khan.
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The Mayor was Unpopular in Deptford



The Labour candidate had been selected largely as the most plausible figure to “Stop Tessa Jowell” — the Labour figure most associated with the Olympics and its “legacy” — by a Labour left that had received a sudden influx of new blood with the election of Jeremy Corbyn as leader in autumn 2015. Diane Abbott, the actual mayoral candidate of the Labour left, was sidelined, either because, unlike in the leadership selections the same year, there was actually a popular and astute right-wing candidate to defeat, or because of the incessant misogyny and racism to which Abbott has been subjected throughout her career, depending on how indulgent you’re feeling towards Labour members. And yet, in the end, nothing went as expected. The racism directed at Khan was widely considered obvious and gross, and Goldsmith’s attempt to present himself as something other than, well, a Tory, failed completely. Labour won the GLA and the mayoralty decisively. This could have been predicted by the general election that spring, when a strong swing in the capital, and practically nowhere else, saw the suburban seats of Enfield North, Ilford North, and the one-time “Queen of the Suburbs”, Ealing, all fall to Labour.32 These were the sort of places that had once despised Livingstone and the radical GLC — “where the racists all moved to”, as he assumed in 1984. Whether this was a matter of radicalisation of the people already there, or a matter of inner London’s politics seeping out from the inner boroughs, as people were priced out of them, is hard to ascertain for sure. Yet suddenly, there was a coalition under construction, where young ex-students, usually in insecure work and in terrible housing, BAME voters who had always voted Labour, and the scattered remnants of the unionised working class were all shifting to the left. By the end of 2015, Labour’s leadership was in the hands of three 1980s London radicals — Jeremy Corbyn, Diane Abbott, and resuming his old GLC role as the left’s Chancellor, John McDonnell.

Very little of this has been visible in the way the mayoralty has been run by Khan — extreme caution has been the watchword. In some regards, especially on housing, he has been to the left of the second Livingstone, but the sheer scale of the problems makes his solutions feel piecemeal and timid. A vision, perhaps, in one city, of what a county governed by Ed Miliband might have been like — tinkering with tiny but welcome fixes to certain issues while an increasingly apocalyptic housing crisis consumed everything in sight. One can list the initial positive measures, and as with Livingstone in the 2000s, they are mainly around transport. Fares have been frozen, a “hopper fare” has made the second bus journey free if needing to switch buses, and there has been a reinforcement of the “Low Emissions Zone” brought in to fight air pollution under his Labour predecessor and neglected by Johnson. On this, Khan has been deeply contradictory, combining campaigns against emissions with a commitment to build a second motorway tunnel between Silvertown and Charlton. Although it would be only the second road built in the TfL era — (the other is a small underpass in suburban Coulsdon —), it has been opposed by environmentalists, the Labour left, and by Newham Council, one of the boroughs it passes through.33

This attempt to be all things to all people has had to contend with a much more aggressive government than any mayor has had to deal with since the Brown-Livingstone confrontation over tube privatisation. TfL’s grant was cancelled by Chancellor George Osborne, before he went off to edit the Standard. This left TfL as the only system in Europe forced to rely solely on ticket receipts and advertising for its revenue — at a time when the mayor had pledged to freeze fares. Theresa May’s inept and obnoxious transport secretary Chris Grayling — otherwise noted for smacking a cyclist in the face with his car door — refused to allow Khan to bring the last private suburban lines into London Overground; these run mostly through south London and are operated by the widely despised franchise operators Southern and Southeastern. This refusal was, as leaked documents showed, purely an act of political vindictiveness.34 Tory memories are long, and Khan’s proposals would have brought Bromley, the slayer of “Fares Fair”, onto the tube map.

Transport for London has also faced a near-constant battle in the last three years with Uber, which Khan and TfL, to their great credit, have tried repeatedly to regulate out of existence, on the official legal grounds of safety, but in reality mostly because they slow down the bus network, and are hugely polluting because the vehicles are nearly constantly in transit. For all Khan’s efforts to hold back the tide, the last couple of years have seen public transport usage in London fall for the first time in two decades. The east-west heavy rail line Crossrail, whose ticket sales TfL hoped would make up the shortfall caused by the grant’s abolition, has been indefinitely delayed. For the first time in twenty years, buses are getting significantly worse — less frequent, stuck more often in traffic, and with routes being truncated. Of course, TfL on a bad day is more impressive than all other urban transit systems in Britain put together, but a change for the worse is a change for the worse. Before the coronavirus lockdown, bus drivers were on the verge of striking, ground down by “inhuman” conditions; during the outbreak, bus drivers were the worst hit profession in London outside the NHS, with twenty-one drivers dead at the time of writing in April 2020.

On housing, some efforts have been made at alleviation. Khan is probably the first leader of London’s government to actually have been raised in a council estate — specifically, above the grand archways of the very pleasant, Red Vienna-style Henry Prince Estate in Earlsfield, south-west London. Initially, Khan appeared to think just mentioning he had been raised in a council flat amounted in itself to a council housing policy. Even so, over time there has been some encouragement of local authorities to build council housing — the GLA itself, although it does have a housing budget, has never attempted it — and there was the introduction in 2018 of ballots in estate regeneration schemes, in response to Tom Copley and Darren Johnson’s report. In fact, more council housing has been built under Khan’s watch than at any time since the early 1980s — the fact that it has made barely a dent is because of the scale of the disaster that Livingstone, Johnson and the Labour councils cooked up between 2000 and 2016. Here, too, Khan has attempted to balance things that by their nature cannot be balanced.

There has been a gradual return to council housing after the nadir of the 2000s on the part of local authorities, particularly in those places where the housing crisis is at its worst — conspicuous in this regard have been Labour councils in Norwich, Bristol, the Greater Manchester borough of Salford, and of course the London boroughs. This is a welcome and overdue recognition that council housing was an obvious solution to the crisis, but in order to be able to build it at all in the face of unending government hostility, councils have had to be somewhat creative, knowing that simply borrowing and building might elicit another round of sadistic rate-capping, as in the 1980s. Most boroughs have brought in shell companies to build new council homes. What they have built so far has mostly been straightforward council housing, but some of it has been sold at market rate in order to “cross-fund” the rest; there is usually significant amounts of venture capital in these “Special Purpose Vehicles”, and these entities expect returns on their investment. Moreover, some of the new council housing programmes are simply a matter of rehousing those who have been displaced by the post-2000s clearances — Southwark has built its best housing since the 1970s in scattered sites across the borough, but it is far from even replacing the council housing it has lost through demolitions in the last ten years. The 2016-17 London Plan under Khan has enshrined balloting of estate residents in all “estate regeneration” schemes, to stop the sort of mass clearances that occurred in the 2000s and 2010s, but typically, he waved through several controversial, unballoted regeneration schemes before passing the new rule.
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Neo-Viennese Council Housing, Stratford



There have also been attempts to raise the generally poor quality of architecture and construction, through trying to train a new, young generation of borough architects, via the mayor-funded “social enterprise” Public Practice. This taps into a genuine need — the once-enormous architectural and planning expertise held in London’s town halls has been whittled down over the last four decades until, by the 2010s, only one borough had its own fully employed architect. Gavin Leonard, the architect in question, at the London Borough of Ealing, was not replaced after he retired, despite the fact that his department were producing excellent work in extremely trying conditions, most notably the Westside Young People’s Centre in West Ealing, opened in 2012. This evacuation of ability may explain some of why Public Practice has been partly funded by developers, with new council housing as only one of many “products” that it offers to design.35 The classing of shared ownership, studio flats and suchlike as “affordable”, and the now government-mandated “80% of market rent” definition continue to be part of the mayor’s policies.
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Municipal Planning in the Queen of the Suburbs — Westside Youth Centre, Ealing



Khan’s London Plan is, however, notable for discouraging municipal land sales — councils own, as Minton notes, “an average of 25-30% of land in their boroughs”, which extends, even after the sale of the huge Heygate Estate, to 45% in Southwark.36 What the local “entrepreneurial state” decides to do with their sites may not always be as socialist as one might like to assume, with speculation as likely as social planning. Most of all, there is a continued commitment to London’s growth at all costs, with an enthusiastic official backing for a city of ten million people by the end of the decade, making London the third megacity in Europe after Istanbul and Moscow. This is Livingstone and Johnson’s growth model, but tweaked — this time, it is to be council housing that will be built via the proceeds of massive overseas investment, weak tax regulations and letting the City do whatever it likes. The faith that constantly inflating the bubble can be the means for social transformation is increasingly asinine, but the mayoralty shows no signs of abandoning it. Khan has been a conciliator up against fanatics, and worse, he appears to think of this as a virtue.

Even here, councils have repeatedly come up against blocks from the Tory-Liberal and Tory-DUP governments that have been in power since 2010. One of the means by which there has been some attempt in the last few years to alleviate London’s housing situation has been landlord licensing — if you can’t municipalise them, regulate their rents or offer significant rights for tenants, then at least you can actually make sure they obey existing laws on making private rented housing fit for human habitation. A bare minimum, one might think. The landlord licensing system began in 2013 at East End council Newham, which had otherwise been an enthusiastically neoliberal council under Sir Robin Wales — promoting its dockside “arc of opportunity” as a “regeneration supernova” at the Shanghai Expo of 2010, and rebranding itself as “Newham London, a place where people choose to live, work and stay”, as signs all over the “Olympic borough” yell — with that emphasised “choose” showing a deep inferiority complex.37 This perhaps marked at least some awareness that they would have to work to clean up some of the mess their drive for investment and speculation at all costs had created, and Newham’s scheme was very successful and influential. It quickly revealed just how bad private rented housing actually is — there were eight hundred prosecutions between 2013-17. It also revealed less comfortable facts. Many councillors were, it transpired, landlords. I was privately told by the former chair of West Ham CLP that the amount of council flats now privately rented in Newham corresponds almost exactly with the council waiting list — enough for 25,000 people.
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A Place Where People Choose



Hackney quickly followed suit after Newham in setting up a landlord licensing scheme. Accordingly, the government, many of whose members are literally slum landlords in London,38 moved against it, and insisted that councils would need their specific approval if the policy covers more than 20% of the property in the borough — which of course it does in all London boroughs, given the scale of private renting. The suburban borough of Redbridge was prevented from introducing a landlord licensing scheme by the government on these grounds.39 Minton points out that London has for the first time in a century acquired a substantial amount of “informal” housing, partly precisely because the private rental market remains mostly unregulated. A 2013 report by the Migrants Rights Network estimated that there were “60,000 occupants of illegal structures” in the London Borough of Ealing; it is hard to estimate how much of this there is, given that by their nature things like “beds in sheds” — which is what it sounds like, multiple occupancy housing in garden sheds — are hard to see, particularly if you can’t legally look for them. Just outside the London boundary, the Labour council in the ex-industrial town of Slough had to use planes to estimate the number of beds in sheds, and estimated there were six thousand.40 This is in a town of 164,000; numbers within the GLA zone are likely to be similar, probably higher in the inner city. London is now a metropolis which cannot even discover who its landlords are, which can barely build housing of its own, and whose policies are dictated by a government with very little representation within it — many of whose members personally extract profit from these exact conditions. These are the components for an explosion.
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Moolah
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Treasure



The explosion has, in great contrast to the cycle of protest and riot in 2010-11, been expressed through electoral politics. In 2017, London, from Enfield Southgate to Croydon Central, voted overwhelmingly for Jeremy Corbyn’s Labour, and for its promises to bring in longer and much more secure tenancies, to systematically regulate landlords, and to finally build mass council housing — the first two of which were also in Ed Miliband’s 2015 manifesto. Moreover, 2017 saw a sudden reversal of the pattern, common to the Thirties and Eighties, where radicalisation in London was paralleled by reaction in its outer suburbs and its commuter belt. Labour’s vote went up sharply in the Essex/London and Berkshire/London border towns, and in essentially every town that priced-out Londoners had moved to in large numbers, leading to surges in utterly Tory places from Bournemouth to Folkestone, winning the improbable seat of Canterbury, and coming within a dozen or so votes to taking Hastings. Although punditry has tended to read “Culture War” explanations into London’s voting patterns, particularly given London’s large majority for Remain in the 2016 referendum, they can equally be explained on purely economistic grounds. Londoners were voting further left than anywhere else because they had less disposable income than anywhere else, worse housing than anywhere else, and were more obviously exploited than anyone else.

The place where this became blindingly clear, within days of the election, was Grenfell Tower, a GLC tower block of 1972, in North Kensington — just round the corner from the homes of outgoing Tory leaders David Cameron and George Osborne, who by this time had become editor of the Evening Standard. The ongoing inquiry has already made it clear how a completely safe concrete tower became a death trap killing seventy-two people — a refurbishment that coated it in shiny flammable cladding, both to meet the insulation regulations of Labour’s Decent Homes programme, and, according to the planning documents, so that Kensington residents would no longer have to look at something so offensively concretey and council in appearance. The refurbishment was executed by the solidly Tory Kensington and Chelsea Council’s Tenants Management Organisation, a supposedly democratic and non-statist body that would supposedly have residents’ interests at heart more than the elected council. Of course, the council set their budget, and it’s here that all the savings were made, which helped them give their council tax payers — many of whom are among the richest people on earth — an annual rebate.
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Croydon Central, the new Red Base




[image: image]

Metropolitan Elite, photograph by Daniel Trilling



In 2010, the old Kensington and Chelsea parliamentary seat had been split in half by the Boundary Commission, polarising the new Kensington seat between some of the most expensive property in the world and some of Britain’s poorest estates. The latter managed to outvote the former in 2017, electing the architectural historian and housing campaigner Emma Dent Coad as Labour MP, by a whisker. Because of this, the initial response of commentators was to tell us that this was because Labour were no longer a working-class party, but mere representatives of a Remain-voting metropolitan elite. If this was true, seventy-two members of the metropolitan elite burned to death so that another part of the metropolitan elite could receive a tax rebate. Grenfell provided an unexpected snapshot of who the London working class actually was. Some had been born in Britain, others in the Middle East, Italy, Sudan, Eritrea, Ireland. They included several taxi drivers, a waiter, a painter, an architect, an artist; some of the flats had been purchased in Right to Buy and then privately let. Because of the artist and the architect, I received a phone call that summer from the Evening Standard, whose correspondent told me “the editor” was interested by the fact that these deaths had revealed that professional people were living in council housing and wanted an article about it. George Osborne, North Kensington resident, appeared to be unaware of the effects of the Right to Buy in his neighbourhood. This incomprehension was not uncommon; Dent Coad later recalled that Labour’s central office offered to grant her a minder in the aftermath of the disaster, to keep her “safe” from her own neighbours.41 Yet rather than acting as a riotous crowd, the people of North Kensington showed astonishing restraint in their response to the atrocity, and still do, in the ongoing silent marches that take place in the area on the 14th of every month.

What Grenfell demonstrated above all was the importance of the demand, central to municipal socialism in London from the LCC’s Works Department onwards, of democratic public control over construction. Dent Coad was practically alone in British politics in stressing this aspect, repeatedly. In a 2019 interview for Tribune, she contrasted the system in Spain, where “an architect follows the building right through and then they sign it off. If there are faults in that building, the architect is personally responsible… the line of accountability, the golden thread, is so short.” During the construction of the Lancaster West Estate, which Grenfell Tower was part of, she notes that the architect was “on site, all the time, as indeed Goldfinger was at Trellick Tower. On a lot of these estates people remember the architect walking around and talking to them.” In most of these cases, the contracting system was similarly direct, with Direct Labour Organisations owned by the GLC or the boroughs seeing the entire process to the end. The Grenfell renovation was the result of a deliberately complex process where “money is being extracted at every stage of the contract, and you end up with poorer and poorer quality. They put out to tender, and they take the ‘Best Value’, and they ended up with the cheapest.” She noted that there were “dozens and dozens” of different contractors involved in the renovation of that one high-rise block.42
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The Truth Will Not Be Hidden Under the Westway, photograph by Daniel Trilling



This is the distant consequence of reforms to how buildings are built and procured, introduced as part of a multifaceted attack on the local municipal state in the 1980s. Thatcher’s obsession with crushing the power of local authorities went far beyond Section 28 and the abolition of the GLC and the other Metropolitan Councils. The ability of a local authority to see through a large construction project almost entirely on its own (and while paying union rates, at that) was a serious threat to the attempt to strengthen both private business and the central state. This power was crippled by the introduction of “compulsory tendering”, which was reformed by New Labour into the only marginally less onerous system of “Best Value”. The result is that cheapness is almost legally mandated, making the creation of something like the Boundary Estate in the present conditions extraordinarily difficult.

Yet, although the particular grotesqueness of Grenfell was inextricable from its location in the richest borough in Europe, in a sense, Labour were lucky this disaster could be pinned on a Conservative borough. The lethal spread of a much smaller fire at Lakanal House in Sceaux Gardens in 2009, that killed six and injured thirty residents, was also due to a series of botched, cheap renovations. In the subsequent inquest, Southwark Council pleaded guilty and paid substantial damages.43 This also goes well beyond social housing. In the last three years, hundreds of towers have been found with similarly potentially lethal flammable cladding. Those in council or Housing Association ownership are mostly being re-renovated at great cost, but many of those put up by private developers have not received the same state funding. At “New Capital Quay”, in Greenwich, for instance, what would be prestigious stunning luxury developments are now worthless because of their cladding; the value of one flat had fallen from £470,000 to £50,000.

Strange encounters would happen in the aftermath of Grenfell. In late 2017, I was invited into City Hall by Khan’s then director of policy Nick Bowes, for an informal talk about housing. Bowes was convinced that there would soon be a national scandal over something called “VNEB”, an acronym for Vauxhall Nine Elms Battersea. This ex-industrial site was turned into an “opportunity area” under Johnson, stretching from the Labour borough of Lambeth to Tory Wandsworth — an inner London Conservative enclave that, like Westminster, survives thanks to first past the post, despite the Tories losing the popular vote in the most recent local elections. This forest of towers stretching two miles from the ziggurat headquarters of MI6 to the gutted Battersea Power Station was standing mostly empty, devoid of the most basic social facilities, like a high rise Becontree for international investors. In the meantime, hundreds of flats were vacant, while homelessness figures returned to the levels of the early 1990s. This never became the national scandal Bowes expected. Terrible things happening to Londoners were of no interest, as the massed pundits of the BBC and the Guardian constantly demanded that we all felt the pain of Stoke-on-Trent. In the 2010s, disasters similar to Grenfell toppled governments in Romania and South Korea — countries that had been dictatorships as recently the 1980s. But in England, “it seemed there was no longer anything a Conservative government could do that would allow it to be voted out of office. We were living in a one-party state.”
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Unsafe Cladding at New Capital Quay
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Building VNEB
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Bulding VNEB (2)
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VNEB, From Author’s Bedroom Window




4: Futures of the London Left

The Prospects for Municipal Socialism

Man’s never voted. Man’s always looked at politicians and thought: “You guys are fucking everything up. Man don’t trust you lot. You lot don’t do nothing for man and my community and my circumstance and my mum’s circumstance.” But for the first time in my twenty-six years of life there’s a man who man trusts. And I wouldn’t do all of this, I wouldn’t use my platform, my voice to say that to you guys if I didn’t wholeheartedly think that. It’s clear as day, personally for me it’s very clear cut. Jeremy Corbyn is a man of hope, a man of justice, a man of equality. And the other guy’s a fucking prick.

— Stormzy, 12 December 2019.

Entrepreneurial States? Corbynism in the Councils

In August 2018, I attended Southwark Transformed, my local franchise for Momentum’s political education network. Momentum, considered by those who received their Labour politics from 1990s caricature as a reincarnation of the centralised, Trotskyist group Militant, is far closer to the loose organisations of the 1970s and 19/80s New Left. Accordingly, there was a great deal of fear on the parst of Labour’s centre and right that they would use their mass membership and apparent mastery of social media to take over unpopular, right-wing local authorities, in the way that Livingstone, McDonnell, Abbott et al had learned to do at the turn of the Eighties. One borough that would obviously be a good target is, of course, Southwark, where local activists have fought against “estate regeneration”, particularly in the north of the borough at Walworth and the Elephant and Castle, for well over a decade. But at Southwark Transformed, it seemed they had little to worry about. Held in The Green, a delightful new red brick council-built community centre in leafy, inner-suburban Nunhead, the day was made surreal by overpowering heat — it hadn’t rained for weeks. The attendees were polarised, as was typical in Corbynite networks, between the very old and the very young, but unlike many other Transformed events, it felt like the former were in control. The day began and ended with sermons by ageing leftists denouncing the alleged “witch-hunting” of alleged “anti-Semites” within the party. One of the two speakers denying that there was any problem was both elderly and Jewish, which was also typical.
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The Green, Nunhead



In the middle of the day, there were “break-out” sessions. Those who wanted to discuss Israel-Palestine went upstairs with the distinguished comrade from Jewish Voice for Labour; a group his age followed him. Those who wanted to discuss prison abolition went into the garden for a seminar with a young comrade from Novara Media — this, the largest group, were mainly young, joined by a few curious elders and those who simply wanted to sit in the sunshine. Those who wanted to discuss housing stayed in the main hall, and they made up by far the smallest group, though Southwark Council had mounted, between 2002 and 2014, the largest programme of destruction of social housing in London, the repercussions of which were still ongoing. It all seemed to confirm a certain stereotype about the London left. On the one hand, it is obsessed with solving questions over which it had no power — no Labour government was going to reverse the Partition of Palestine, nor was any plausible Home Office, even one run by Diane Abbott, going to abolish prisons. Yet Southwark owns thousands of council houses, and has demolished thousands more. Momentum were known to be organising against the council’s leaders, but that all stayed behind closed doors, lest they risk expulsion — certainly, it was not to be discussed at a public event. Moreover, nobody much wanted to talk about it. We all know it’s terrible. Come on, the sun’s shining.

Not counting the “rotten borough” of the City, only three boroughs in inner London — Wandsworth, Westminster, Kensington and Chelsea — are not controlled by Labour with large majorities. Most outer London authorities are under more marginal Labour control. In the 1970s, the New Left had patiently organised in these, building up for the seizure of the GLC. The Labour leadership was beyond their grasp, with Tony Benn’s deputy leadership bid of 1981 their closest brush with power. In 2015, this was totally reversed. The left, very broadly conceived, had control of only one local authority — Preston, Lancashire — but had suddenly taken over the leadership, in an astonishing and hugely improbable second act for Corbyn, McDonnell and Abbott. This would surely mean a reckoning for the right-wing local authorities that had, for instance, demolished great swathes of council housing to build luxury flats (Southwark, Tower Hamlets), or that had involved themselves in property boondoggles explicitly marketed to overseas investors (Newham, most flagrantly). The left, having taken the leadership and by 2018 the NEC, would surely take the councils. Yet the reckoning never came.

One early casualty was Sir Robin Wales, who had led Newham Council since 1995, and had essentially turned one of the poorest places in the country into an enormous property business with a sideline in residual welfarism. His deselection in 2016 came as a sudden rearguard action after he had initially been automatically reselected as the borough’s mayoral candidate in rather dubious circumstances. Some of the more outrageous actions of the council abroad — such as its marketing of the Royal Docks and the river Lea to the Shanghai Expo as a “regeneration supernova” — were not well known outside the circles of activists and politicos, but what was well known was the saga over the Carpenters Estate, an unspectacular but solid council estate of the 1960s. It was cleared in preparation for the Olympics, with CCTV cameras and drones mounted from the roofs of its tower blocks.1 Young mothers on the council waiting list linked with Focus E15, a drop-in social centre, protested against being offered housing outside the borough — and often outside of London — by squatting one of the estate’s low-rise maisonettes. To their shock, they found that it was in far better condition than most of the borough’s private housing. There were hundreds of flats like this, all empty, all owned by Newham London, A Place Where People Choose To Live Work and Stay, all awaiting demolition for a new campus for University College. This became a major news issue due to Focus E15’s astute propaganda and their enlisting of a famous comedian’s support. In the aftermath of Wales’ defenestration, at the time of writing, Newham have been looking to repopulate the estate; the new mayor Rokhsana Fiaz also plans to use an estate agent set up under Wales, Red Door Ventures, as a builder of council housing. But in this extreme case, we’re seeing not so much a shift to the left as a shift away from the hard right.
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The Carpenters Estate and the ArcelorMittal Orbit



Southwark’s attempt in the twenty-first century to rebrand itself as a “central London borough” spreading wealth inland from the riverside enclaves of MoreLondon and the Tate Modern — rather than an immense conglomeration of council estates — began with an eight-year Liberal Democrat administration, which abolished Southwark’s Housing Department altogether and began the process of erasing its two largest and most central estates — the Southwark-designed, apparently forbidding but intelligently planned Heygate Estate, and the more monolithic LCC-designed Aylesbury Estate. This continued when Southwark returned to Labour in 2010, led by councillor Peter John. Fred Manson, the council’s director of regeneration from 1996 to 2001, had said quite publicly and openly in 2002 that “social housing generates people on low incomes coming in and that generates poor school performances, middle class people stay away”. From the late 1990s onwards, Manson planned the gradual removal of the concentration of council housing from the centre of the borough.2 The fact is that broadly speaking “middle-class people” — students, professionals, media types, City workers — have come to Southwark regardless of its quantity of council housing, largely because of the massive repopulation of London in the last two decades. Where council housing would then in theory come into its own would be to provide a shield for working-class communities against the rises in house prices that would follow.

This simple and obvious point was lost on Southwark Council. They sold the Heygate Estate to the Australian developers Lendlease for a piffling £50m, then spent £44m clearing the site and £21.5m on planning its redevelopment — facts that were discovered only by the local “35% Campaign” (this being Southwark’s promised percentage of council housing on the redeveloped estate) because the council hadn’t redacted their documents properly. The Heygate was a regularly demonised estate which was in reality rather pleasant, with its slab blocks sheltering, as architecture critic Rowan Moore relates, “450 mature trees mostly put there by (Southwark Borough architect Tim) Tinker and his colleagues — planes, a huge silver maple, hydrangeas, bay trees and a three-storey high loquat”.3 Here, and at the neighbouring Aylesbury Estate, council tenants were rehoused in social housing in Southwark, but leaseholders — those tenants who had bought their flats, but had not cashed in their investment, using Right to Buy for reasons of security rather than speculation — were offered sums well below market rate, meaning that most would no longer be able to afford to live in the borough. Of the new flats, concentrated in four skyscrapers, only a handful are “affordable”, reached by specially designated “poor doors”. None are council. Southwark, as Moore concludes, “has been played by developers. It has had its tummy tickled, arm twisted and arse kicked. It has got a poor deal in return for its considerable assets, multiple promises have been broken and violence done to the lives of many who lived there.”4


[image: image]

The Last Days of the Heygate



Southwark’s Labour council ended up suffering the ignominy of being outflanked to the left by the then-communities secretary and Ayn Rand enthusiast Sajid Javid, who ruled against the compulsory purchase orders served to leaseholders at the vast, GLC-built Aylesbury on the basis of them breaking the Human Rights Act.5 There has been significant movement on the left in Southwark since then. Numerous deselections and successful battles against long-serving councillors have put the left close to taking the council, but never quite close enough. Socialists put most effort into trying to save the old centrepiece of the Elephant and Castle, its titular shopping centre — a 1965 megastructure whose commercial failure as a normal shopping mall led to it being taken over by genuinely unusual shops and spaces. By the 2000s, it had among other things an Irish Republican bookshop, a Polish restaurant, a bowling alley, a bingo hall and, most famously, many shops, cafes and restaurants owned and used by the local Latin American population. In 2018 campaigners, with the assistance of many Labour councillors, managed to get approval of the demolition blocked, due to the fact that spaces for the elderly (the bingo hall) and the Latin American community were not being replaced in the mooted new mixed-use development, breaching the Equalities Act. Demolition was eventually passed by the council’s leaders forming a voting bloc with the Liberal Democrats. There is usually graffiti in the area referring to this on or around the centre: “CLLR PETER JOHN IS A TOENAIL”.

It’s arguable that Southwark is unfairly made a focus because of the sheer scale of the disaster it created between 2002 and 2018; current council policies appear much more enlightened. Peter John resigned at the start of 2020, and the cabinet minister for housing, Leo Pollak, who came into the council in 2014, has trumpeted a mass council housing programme — 100% council-owned, at council-rent, of 11,000 homes over the next decade, of which 1000 are under construction with another 2000 ready to go. This is alongside a programme of municipal land acquisition, and a “Great Estates” policy that Pollak describes as a “culmination of a turnaround” in Southwark, towards “celebrating our estates” by “enriching and expanding” what exists, with council housing recognised “as the bedrock of society” rather than an obstacle to the all-important aspiration of becoming a central London borough. This will be particularly tested at the Aylesbury Estate, mid-way through demolition at the time of writing, where the council’s plans to have more socially rented housing in the new estate than was there before will likely come up against the much more conservative demands, and margins, of its Housing Association “partners”, Notting Hill Housing. Whether this programme will be fully executed remains to be seen, and will have to be fought for — but as a programme, it is impressive. It will also have to get past a rather less radical mayor. In 2019, Southwark refused planning permission to a luxury development by the Duke of Westminster’s property company, the Grosvenor Estate, in the Old Kent Road, a once-improbable meeting of very different squares on the Monopoly Board. Khan “called in” the scheme and gave planning permission, with the accepted proviso that Grosvenor built a piddling 150 social rented flats. Ironically, the Duke of Westminster was once a major sponsor of council housing in the 1920s, but Grosvenor’s shareholders were unlikely to tolerate that in the 2020s.
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Community Wealth — Inside the Elephant
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The New Elephant
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A Thoroughly “Proctected” Aylesbury Estate



The most famous battle has been over Haringey Council, in north-east London, and its “Haringey Development Vehicle”, initialised as “HDV”. Seemingly impressed by what Southwark had achieved but aware it hadn’t got quite as good a deal as it could have done, a right-wing Labour council had developed a proposal to bundle together most of its council estates (which would eventually have included Broadwater Farm) into large packages, which would then be sold and co-managed by Haringey Council and Lendlease — rather than just selling a site to them outright, as had happened at the Heygate. This would guarantee the council a continuous “revenue stream” from the planned bonanza of high-rise safety deposit boxes that would ensue; of course, plans for new council housing were non-existent. The negative example of Southwark, however, pushed much more radical action on the part of the local Labour left, who joined with non-party activists to mount a unified, concerted and focused campaign against the HDV, finally overthrowing the council leader Claire Kober in June 2018. The new borough council branded itself alternately as a “Corbyn council” or “Momentum council”, but very quickly, this unified left fell apart.

Haringey had talked about trying to follow the model of Preston City Council. The story of this is now reasonably familiar on the left. A de-industrialised Lancashire city faced economic oblivion in the aftermath of the financial crisis, with larger developers and investors — particularly the planners of a large shopping mall on the site of its architecturally staggering 1969 bus station — pulling out completely. A coalition of the Bennite and soft left, much as in 1980s London, refocused the local economy on the city’s Victorian markets, its university, and the now-listed bus station, encouraging “insourcing” and “community wealth building” through changing local procurement rules. Instead of PFI or outside investment, the council, council-owned institutions and the university were encouraged to use only local small businesses and, particularly, co-operatives. It is not always as radical as it has been painted,6 but John McDonnell obviously saw its similarity to the old Greater London Enterprise Board, and has tried as much as possible to make its ideas official policy for Labour. But it is based on a model of failure — Preston was left with no other option after 2008, and its intensive growth and improved standard of living since it adopted this “twenty-first-century municipal socialism” has been from a very low level. Haringey, as a “Corbyn council”, aimed to introduce “community wealth building” in the borough, but failed at the very first test of it. As at the Elephant and Castle, the borough has a large and peculiar Latin American shopping centre at its heart, in this case a subdivided market informally known as Latin Village, at Wards Corner, Seven Sisters. The new council inherited a plan for its closure and sale to developers for yet another development of luxury flats and chain restaurants. Here, surely, a Preston-style council would have moved to reject the proposals, building communal and co-operative institutions out of this conglomeration of tiny but hugely popular businesses — an absolutely ideal site for “community wealth building”. Haringey even owned a part of the site, as did Transport for London. Instead, it moved to start the process of demolition. At the time of writing, the council has collapsed into acrimony, with its leadership around Joe Ejiofor insisting on the necessity of the market’s demolition, and the market traders are on the verge of eviction.7
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Community Wealth. Photograph by Save Latin Village.



The record is not uniformly bleak. Haringey has, for instance, instituted a borough-wide London Living Wage (although so too have the softer left Islington and Hackney), and it has encouraged a radical Community Land Trust on the Coin Street model on the site of a closed Victorian hospice. Yet, it would seem, the draw of a vast windfall from the sale of or speculation on London land (not to mention the fear of alienating developers by cancelling contracts) is difficult for even a professedly socialist local authority to resist. There is usually small print in each news story about a left-leaning local authority building new housing that reveals how the Livingstone strategy of using the property market to fund social aims remains horribly undead. In a Guardian profile of new Camden Council housing at the Bourne Estate in Clerkenwell, Oliver Wainwright cites an “ambitious fifteen-year plan to pump over £1bn into schools, homes and community facilities across the borough, funded in large part by the sale of flats built on public land”, which is apparently “described by the Labour council as its ‘North Sea oil’ strategy”.8 They couldn’t have put it any more neatly. It is time to call this what it is — a resource curse. The GLC of the 1980s was able to fund its programmes because it was able to extract large taxes from London’s businesses and its wealthy, but the structure of council tax, not to mention central government austerity programmes, has made this difficult, if not impossible, in the twenty-first century. London councils do suffer from austerity, albeit not on the same scale as the north, and they always know that they can sell their land to keep themselves and their social programmes going. That Blackwall Reach brochure, which told Chinese investors how great it was that London suffered from undersupply of housing, was for a site whose sale was, among other things, subsidising Tower Hamlets council’s payment of the abolished Education Maintenance Allowance to its sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds.

In an article defending the record of one of the more creative London councils, Alan Sitkin, head of the London Borough of Enfield, defined their strategy as being an “Entrepreneurial State”, borrowing Mariana Mazzucato’s term for post-war technological innovations, reclaiming them from the Schumpeterian cult of the individual genius competing in a market of ideas.9 In this post-industrial outer London borough, there have been some successes, which parallel those of the better-known Preston experiment. It has its shell company to build council housing, it has run its own heating network, and it has directed these from Enfield Civic Centre rather than outsourcing them or selling off their assets. More radically than any other local authority, it has also started to municipalise private rented housing on a large scale, for the first time in decades. To see the limits to these municipal strategies, you have to look at a borough which that has seen particularly drastic inflation in housing costs — Hackney. There, the municipal shell company has been very widely praised for its redevelopment of the Colville Estate in Hoxton. By itself, rather than by selling out to developers, it balloted residents, built new housing and moved them into it, and subsidised this by building two David Chipperfield-designed residential skyscrapers, with flats that sell for £1m each. How clever! How ingenious! Except, as soon as you can charge £1m for a flat in Hoxton, every landlord in the borough knows it. More and more people are put into insecure housing, are forced to move out of the borough, or join the council waiting list. Meanwhile, the council is praised for putting people already in council housing back into council housing. There is a reason why “Entrepreneurial” has seldom been a term of approbation on the left.
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New and Old Council Housing at the Colville Estate, photograph by Daniel Trilling
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Council-built high-rise flats retailing at £1m at the Colville Estate, photograph by Daniel Trilling



The only way this can be broken with in the long-term is by analogy with other resource curses, particularly where they have such toxic effects — that is, leave it in the ground. Don’t sell your land, and don’t speculate on it either. Don’t build private housing if it is beyond the budgets of most of your residents. Don’t play the property market. But resisting that temptation is proving difficult for the most committed socialists.

The Charge of the Left Brigade

Campaigning in both the 2017 and 2019 elections in London felt surreal. In 2017, the constant up, with daily rises in the polls, was vertiginous and hard to actually believe in until the exit poll, after a day of trudging through Eltham in warm, muggy weather. I wrote one of the many articles ascribing what had happened to social media, popular policies and “ground game”, which in this case meant Momentum’s My Nearest Marginal sending groups of mostly young enthusiasts around the country.10 All of these were in play in 2019, but so was an enormous sense of dread, a sense that this could be the last chance, the last throw of the dice before climate change and apocalyptic nationalism foreclosed any possibilities of building a fair society. The manifesto, and the often-bizarre official campaign threw ideas out on a daily basis, most of them good ones, but this was a period of terror rather than hope.

In London it included, unlike in 2017, what felt like the entire left, at its very broadest — the anarchists, the left-communists, the Trotskyists still clinging inexplicably to their sects while canvassing for “reformists”, the Labour Bennites, the strange new Labour Italian Autonomists, the old trade union left, the social democrats, the lot, all throwing themselves in. There was a youth campaign, FCK BORIS, made up of grime musicians and members of a “consciousness-raising” group, taking around a touring roadshow ultimately aimed at unseating the Prime Minister. Strategists from the Labour left, from Momentum, the World Transformed, and the various think-tanks, the unions both within the TUC and the tiny anarchist unions like CAIWU, UVW and IWGB, would plot in Mayday Rooms, a squatted left-communist social centre in Fleet Street, of all places. I canvassed only in the last couple of days, in Putney, which Labour won, and in a marginal seat in my hometown, which it did not. Putney was especially extraordinary, with teams stomping around the Alton Estate with the Community Organising Unit, around the posh houses near the river with leaflets insisting how Remain the candidate was, and into the houses of multiple occupancy round the back of the chain stores on the high street, where the most common response seemed to be “I’d vote Labour but I’m not a British citizen”. Posters made by anarchists and pasted around the high street avoided talking about how “It’s Time for Real Change” (the unimpressive official slogan) or the European Union, but about homelessness, about Grenfell Tower, and about the deportations of the “Windrush Scandal”. Another listed the prospects if we lost. “”‘5 more years of ‘fit to work’? Fuck that. 5 more years of Grenfell lies? Fuck that. 5 more years of rent hikes? Fuck that. 5 more years of no new council houses? Fuck that.” The phrase “Socialism or Barbarism” was repeated like a mantra.

I turned up to a leafleting session for Emma Dent Coad in Kensington the same evening, and it was the size of a demonstration. A leak into my boots, sodden by the relentless rain and damp, trigged some kind of arthritic ache in my right foot, which, intensified by marching around south-west London and Southampton, left me walking with a limp for weeks after the election. On the night, sitting in a room full of people who had almost all canvassed — many of them shifting between a London seat and a seat in their hometown — the exit poll caused a sharp scream of shock. Writing this book was in many ways an attempt to write myself out of that feeling of numb horror. One reason for this was because, weeks later, when it was possible to calmly look at the election results — the swings, the vote shares — it was clear London had almost the exact same election in 2017 as it had in 2019. It didn’t do significantly better. Targeted seats, aside from Putney, were all missed, narrowly in the case of Iain Duncan Smith’s seat of Chingford, and only Boris Johnson’s own seat in Uxbridge saw a significantly increased Tory vote. Several London seats such as Bermondsey, Battersea, Bethnal Green & Bow and Croydon Central saw swings to Labour, with a national swing against of 8%. Long queues outside polling stations were seen right across the capital. The strange southern gains of 2017, such as Canterbury, Bedford, Portsmouth South and Reading East, all once bellwethers, voted Labour on a day that saw a Tory landslide, as did almost every seat in a large “core city” in England and Wales.11
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Fuck That
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Campaigning in Putney
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Red North Kensington
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Blue South Kensington



This was a party vote, not necessarily one for individual candidates. Stella Creasy on the right, in Walthamstow, and Diane Abbott on the left, in Hackney North and Stoke Newington, both won over 70% of the vote.12 Labour-held marginals were retained — tightly in strongly Brexit-voting Dagenham — except for Kensington, and here unfolded the effects of a particularly repugnant campaign by the Liberal Democrats and their various defectors from Labour and the Tories. Three high profile MPs were parachuted into marginals — former Labour MPs Chuka Umunna and Luciana Berger into the City and Westminster and Finchley and Golders Green, respectively, and former Tory minister Sam Gyimah into Kensington, all of them aided by a distinctly shady “pro-European” tactical voting campaign disseminated by the Observer. None were remotely electable, but the sharp rise in these marginals of the Lib Dem vote did just enough to deny Labour the seats, in the case of Kensington by just over a hundred votes, after a campaign in which a Conservative cabinet minister libellously accused the MP most associated with the efforts to get justice for Grenfell victims of having signed off on its cladding.13 The rage at this, and at the narcissism of those for whom the European Union surpassed all other issues, shouldn’t distract from the reality that if London were representative of the rest of the country, Labour would have won by a crushing landslide. Of course, it is not.

Labour ran the 2019 election with a radical housing policy in its manifesto, going well beyond 2017 to advocate finally ending the Right to Buy, building 100,000 council houses a year, bringing in open-ended tenancies and rent controls, insisting all new homes were zero carbon, and a programme of buying up private land. Most of this came from a Young Labour resolution at that year’s party conference, and here, a generational shift may be taking place. The 2019 election campaign was the endgame of the 1980s left, and the terminus of the GLC New Left’s two spectacular “second acts” — first Livingstone’s reappearance to retake London in 2000, followed by Corbyn, McDonnell and Abbott’s unplanned seizure of the Labour Party in 2015. The twenty-somethings at Young Labour seldom seemed to be enthused by promises of People’s Plans, co-operatives or community wealth building — it was from the youth that the harshest demands for nationalisation, municipalisation and state planning were heard. This should not be surprising, as these GLC ideas were developed for a situation in which the rudiments of a “mixed economy” existed, and needed only to be made more egalitarian and responsive to “consumers”. The young have never experienced what it was like to find the welfare state boring.

While it would be rash to make too many judgements before the General Election Survey is published, YouGov polling has shown a stunning generation gap. If only the over-70s voted, there would only be Labour MPs in south Wales, Merseyside, the City of Manchester and inner London; if only under-30s did, there would simply be no Conservative MPs anywhere in Britain. The much mythologised “red wall”, invented mere months ago, bands together a huge quantity of ex-industrial seats whose young people have been forced to move to the cities (and especially, to London), leaving a resentful, nationalist pensioner class living in horrendously neglected towns but personally insulated from the worst of austerity by the triple-lock on pensions, and by much more widespread home ownership.

London, as the youngest part of the UK by some distance, has been the epicentre of this generational politics, and again, there is no special reason to resort to “culture” to explain the divergence in voting patterns. Rather than “working-class voters shifting to the Tories”, it’s easy to argue the exact opposite has taken place. On a classical definition, of people who have to sell their labour power to survive and do not own property, London is the most proletarian city in the country. A recent article in OpenDemocracy pointed out that on a “blue collar/white collar” axis — the antiquated ABCDE class definitions, devised for market research in the 1960s — the “working class revolt” narrative is fairly accurate. But “comparing other metrics; age distribution, levels of home-ownership, distribution between cities, towns and villages”, the “red wall” showed a profile closest to traditionally Tory towns in the shires. “The oft-cited Warrington South, for example, has the 66th highest percentage of home-ownership of any constituency in the UK at over 75%, Barrow and Furness the 88th at over 74%, while the Metropolitan Elite of Hackney South & Shoreditch rank in bottom place, at 650th, with only 20%.”14 Similar points could be made about the dominance in London of zero-hour contracts, insecure working conditions, and a relative lack of unionised public sector jobs. Londoners also have on average the lowest disposable income in the country, because of its immense cost of living. This is a strange elite.

Because of this, London politics can’t seriously be expected to prostrate itself before the problems of the “left behind” Midlands and the north. These problems are real — different to those of London, but real. But outside of the large cities, they are not apocalyptic — the mass homelessness, the tent cities, the deportations, the fires, these are a metropolitan phenomenon; Blyth or Bolsover see instead a grinding, slow, gradual decline, one that began at least forty years ago. Thousands upon thousands of people in London were desperate to overthrow the Tories; elsewhere, in places with less hope, it was just another bloody election. The inhabitants of London have for all their insecurity some sense that life can plausibly be improved. They have not watched nothing but dereliction, Matalan and Sports Direct overtake the places where they live. It is easier to imagine rebuilding and renewal in a place that is regularly radically reshaped, albeit in the interests of capital. There is no obvious reason to say “but, can we afford it?” when presented with socialist policies if hot money sloshes around you every time you leave the house — even if you yourself cannot access it. In London working-class voters can see the ruling class every day —; their skyscrapers, their safety deposit flats, their gated communities and their high-security Georgian houses. That makes it rather harder to blame Lithuanian bricklayers for social ills. Londoners did not imagine themselves voting against the rest of the country, but against the minority of Londoners who vote Tory and Liberal Democrat, who are also, as a rule, the people who run the country.

In any case, London will undoubtedly now become a scapegoat. A metropolitan elite made up of university “snowflakes”, trans women, gays, communists and Muslims is already ritually bashed in the Times and the Mail, and increasingly the BBC. Londoners will be incessantly told that they are privileged, but no effort will be made to end the capital’s extremely profitable housing crisis. We will be told that “our” issues crowded out those of good decent honest ordinary people, though neither housing nor Grenfell, nor the “Windrush scandal”, ” — that is, the belated enactment of Enoch Powell’s repatriation policies as the government deported people who had lived in London since the 1950s —, were ever discussed during the election debates.15 Londoners were blamed for Labour shifting towards a second referendum, but this missed how much for multicultural, working-class Londoners, Remain had been a vote against English nationalism far more than it was one for the EU; European Union freedom of movement did nothing for the old men and women deported to Jamaica by Theresa May and Amber Rudd. The display of EU flags has been common in London since the referendum (and especially during the “People’s Vote” second referendum campaign of 2018-19), but they mostly dangle from the windows of Georgian property, seldom from the balconies of council flats. Despite it piling on population at a rate of a Birmingham every decade, London stands to lose constituencies in the planned Boundary Review, as it has an unusually low level of voter registration and more of its inhabitants than anywhere else do not have British citizenship, and hence can only vote in local elections; the introduction of compulsory ID at polling stations to combat non-existent fraud is aimed at the sort of people — Londoners and the young — who don’t carry driving licences. The capital may soon face a US-style project of covert voter disenfranchisement.

Turning to City Hall

Londoners have already lived for eight years under a Boris Johnson government, so they know what one looks like. Commentators, though not most Londoners, will be amazed as he nationalises railway franchises — quite plausibly, the entire network — and denounces the effects of his own policies. Infrastructural bungs will be thrown at the north and Midlands with abandon, and the most likely source of funding for it will be exacerbating the housing crisis that affects London far more severely than anywhere else. There will be no let up. Just before the general election, Johnson closed a loophole that made it easier for councils to build housing.16 He will avoid, as he did as mayor, making explicitly racist or homophobic statements, but his outliers will have carte blanche to do so, something already obvious since the election, when the BBC in particular has become a carnival of bigotry. There is little likelihood that London voters will be courted by his administration — Dominic Cummings’ various policy fixes will be aimed at cosmetic and occasionally infrastructural improvements to the new base in northern and Midland towns, and the hugely insecure housing and employment in the capital and other large cities will get worse, because it has to, as the most “dynamic” part of the British economy. London is going to be left as it is, or rather, just made worse.
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Put Out More Flags



There is nothing much the London left can do about this. There has been much criticism of the concentration of funds and attention in 2019 towards winning London and south-east marginals, but in some cases — Harrow East, Hendon, Chipping Barnet — the seats in question were within a handful of votes from going Labour in 2017, so it would have been bizarre if they hadn’t been a focus. However, it should not be surprising that people getting into minibuses to spread the socialist gospel to those outside the M25 was mostly an awful failure. What needs explaining is the fact it appeared to be successful in 2017. Labour’s Community Organising Unit, and a governing model ideally suited to depressed northern towns such as Preston, are much more plausible means of stopping the 2019 election map from becoming permanent than some Maoist movement of Hackney Communists being “sent down” to work in Matalan in Kidderminster; though worryingly, these sorts of plans have been discussed on the London left. A much more obviously appealing idea within the capital would be to turn inward — to use its huge advantage in the capital as a way of building an alternative, a shadow government, exactly as it did under Herbert Morrison and Ken Livingstone. Is this possible?
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London Held Captive — St Pauls, from within Bloomberg



The mayoral position is deliberately personalised, aiming to be between manager and celebrity — if Livingstone aimed to combine these to some degree and Johnson opted solely for celebrity, Khan has been a consummate manager, particularly in trying to smooth over conflict. This personal role — and the depressing fact he was automatically re-selected for the position, as a “unity” gesture between the party’s left and right — means that there is little chance under his rule, unless he is put under enormous pressure, of using the Greater London Authority in the way that Morrison and Livingstone used the LCC and GLC. If he has tried to wield his position in a genuinely political, antagonistic manner, it has been in foreign policy, as a sort of left-liberal version of Livingstone’s anti-imperialist gestures. He has repeatedly criticised Trump, and on the grounds of his racism, his migrant camps and his Wall, rather than on the grounds of him being a bad man; this has fed a persistent myth in the circles of the British far-right that London has become a crime-ridden cesspit of no-go (or rather, no-white) areas presided over by a covert Muslim fundamentalist. Khan is clearly acutely conscious of this. Livingstone was slandered in the Evening Standard for associations with Muslims; Khan is a Muslim. This awareness of how risky his personal presence is may explain some of his extreme timidity, and his tendency to willingly confront the President of the United States while being terrified of confronting the Standard.17

In internal Labour Party conflicts, Khan has similarly been a careful operator. He nominated Jeremy Corbyn for leader in 2015 (while being clear that he would not vote for him) before backing Owen Smith’s ridiculous bid for Labour leadership the year after — late in the campaign, and as quietly as possible. There is a depressing contrast between his responses to London’s vote being ignored in the European Union referendum — where he has repeatedly called not just for a second referendum but for an explicit Remain position within Labour, occasionally flirting with Revoke, and after Britain left the EU at the end of January, he took to twitter to tell Remainers he would always fight for their interests, presumably to the point of calling to rejoin — and London’s vote being ignored in the 2019 general election, where he told the Times that people in Britain “made the right choice”,18 though evidently his constituents did not. His public statements in the early stages of his re-election were tedious in their unblinking triangulation. In an interview with the financial district freesheet City AM, he came out against the Tories’ timid plans to increase tax on the various tech companies that have made their base in London, such as Google, Facebook and so forth, while defending his banning of Uber — a position he surely knows is preposterously incoherent.19

At the same time, in February he replaced his Deputy Mayor for Housing, Jules Pipe — a former head of Hackney Council closely associated with the Olympics — with Tom Copley AM, co-author of the critical GLA report on “estate regeneration” and an enthusiast for council housing. Some idea of what Copley will do, and what he will not, can be seen in the fact that he has distributed a petition requesting that the government give the GLA the power to ban the Right to Buy, as have Holyrood and the Senedd.20 Similarly, Khan spoke of using the mayoral elections as a “referendum on rent controls”, which the mayor cannot legally implement but which Khan is demanding the power to legislate on locally. In the 1980s, a London Labour politician would have just put these measures in the plan and challenged the government to stop them. Each is certainly less improbable than Khan’s other flagship election promise in his 2020 election manifesto, to make London zero carbon by 2030 — something he appears to think he can achieve while also building a motorway tunnel and, with London’s population intended to grow to ten million by then, building hundreds of new, and likely concrete-framed high-rise blocks. The Labour slate for the next GLA elections (which will now be in 2021) includes some outspoken socialists such as the youthful Corbyn aide Liam Young. One can hope that the plan for the immediate future within Momentum and The World Transformed entails the seizure and radicalisation of a capital which that already, demonstrably, supports left-wing policies. The most likely response from the more honest serving councillors will be that any serious change is impossible, and has been deliberately made so. If councils confront the government illegally, they will be dismissed from office, as were Liverpool Council in 1987, or imprisoned, as were Poplar Borough Council in 1921; or, conceivably, a confrontational Greater London Authority would be abolished, as was the Greater London Council in 1986. All of these are genuine risks.

Before it was postponed by the Covid-19 lockdown, there was a mayoral election scheduled for May 2020. In the last polls before cancellation, Khan was on course to win in the first round, with 50% of the vote, and 30% more than his nearest Tory rival; this was in a context where Boris Johnson was at 50% in national polls. This continues pretty closely the scale of the vote Labour had received in London in the general election. Yet, just before the lockdown, something rather ominous happened, missed almost entirely by the local and national press. For the first time, the government exercised its right of refusal of the mayor’s London Plan, on the improbable grounds that it was too radical. The Secretary of State for Communities, Housing and Local Government, Robert Jenrick (seat: the former coal-mining district of Newark, Nottinghamshire) wrote a formal letter of refusal to the mayor at the start of March. As Inside Housing reported, “Mr Jenrick used his powers to direct that the new London Plan, which outlines the mayor’s spatial development strategy for the capital, cannot be published until it has incorporated changes laid out by the minister”. These consisted of dropping plans to build infill council housing on small sites (“garden-grabbing”, apparently) and, most of all, dropping the requirement for residents’ ballots on estate regeneration schemes, which the Minister claimed to be “onerous”. Though it was not actually in the plan, Jenrick’s letter of refusal to Khan included a gratuitous mocking of his “empty threats of rent controls”.21

A deeply centrist Labour mayor is now effectively being told to “drop dead” by the government. The government itself is ruling out conciliation; Khan still seems to be clinging to it. An indicative example can be seen in his contrasting responses to the Covid-19 outbreak. The first two weeks of March are now recognised as the decisive days where testing and tracing was abandoned and a (to put it politely) somewhat leftfield government insistence on pursuing “herd immunity” without a vaccine saw the virus spread wildly, leading to what had been predicted to be the best prepared country in Europe facing deaths on the scale of Italy and Iran. In those two weeks, Khan’s only public comment was that, although he usually found it both “business and pleasure” to criticise Boris Johnson, he “couldn’t fault” the government response, which was clearly guided by “the science”.22 Initially barred from COBRA meetings — the Tories are nothing if not petty — the scale of the disaster saw Khan finally admitted to these inner-circle planning meetings in mid-March. He has used the time since to draw attention to the hugely disproportionate effects the virus has had on the BAME population and on the need for measures to protect “gig economy” workers, concentrated as they are in London; he has also tried to mandate mask-wearing on public transport, against a government which is inexplicably discouraging their use. We can only hope that this approach, in which Khan first let the Tories get away with causing mass death, before proposing measures to alleviate it which they then duly ignored, is not a forecast of his second mayoral term.

At the time of writing London is the worst hit place in the country — unsurprisingly, given its overcrowded housing. It is also unsurprising that BAME Londoners, who often live in the poorest housing and disproportionately work in care jobs and the NHS, have been the worst affected of all. The national wave of sentimental goodwill directed at Boris Johnson after he shook enough hands to infect himself with the virus has not been obviously present in London. Whether Covid-19 will affect the capital’s politics as such seems unlikely — it will probably continue to diverge from the increasingly shrill and aggressive nationalism in non-metropolitan England.

What may be more decisive is the election of another MP for a north London seat, Keir Starmer, as Jeremy Corbyn’s successor. Considered as a conventional, effective, “forensic” and media-friendly anti-Corbyn (who will somehow also keep most of his policies), Starmer’s rise suggested some rather uncomfortable things about the Labour coalition. Although there was little enthusiasm for the EU — as opposed to hostility to jingoism — on London’s council estates, the prospect of a No-Deal Brexit sharply divided the London left, with significant parts of it agitating for the “People’s Vote”; a campaign orchestrated by New Labour figures such as Alastair Campbell and Peter Mandelson, whose very name seemed to suggest that the people who voted Leave in 2016 did not count as “People”. Northern Labour MPs have pointed with some justified anger at how Labour went into 2019 backing a second referendum out of a hugely implausible fear that it could lose, as it did in the European Parliament elections the same year, seats with gigantic majorities in inner London; ignoring in the process a predicted bonfire of Labour seats in strongly Leave-voting areas.

Rather than reacting contritely against this, a heavily southern Labour membership ignored two strong female candidates from Greater Manchester, Rebecca Long-Bailey (on the Corbynite left) and Lisa Nandy (on the “Blue Labour” centre-right), voting instead for the architect of the second referendum policy, the Surrey-raised MP for Holborn and St Pancras, a Sir and a QC. Although he has filled the major shadow cabinet positions with honest (soft) leftists, Starmer so far appears to be a fairly unappealing figure to practically everyone but the more affluent residents of inner London, broadsheet journalists loudest amongst them. He may prove to be Kryptonite to the north, deflating and demobilising to the young radical leftists in Momentum and The World Transformed, and particularly, a potentially disastrous figure for the minority voters who are now Labour’s most reliable base. The CLP leadership selection meetings in London were overwhelmingly white enclaves in mixed areas; the new team that succeeded Diane Abbott at the Home Office contained not a single BAME MP, and this after the Windrush scandal. But I write this with the new leadership in power for barely six weeks, so definitive judgements are unwise. In any case, the return to “professionalism” at the top will make radicalisation at a local level all the more crucial. The coalition built under Ed Miliband and Jeremy Corbyn — an intersection of a downwardly mobile university-educated “middle class”, and an ethnically diverse urban working class — is new and tentative. Before 2015 most of these people were voting Green, Liberal Democrat, or (the largest group) not voting at all. In August 2011, one part of that future coalition waved brooms at the other on the streets of Hackney and Clapham. If Labour at a national level proposes to ignore that fragile coalition to chase an imaginary 1997, then the left must act for them and with them at a local level simply for its own survival.

Futures and Pasts

So what is to be done? As a specific policy programme for housing and inequality, the 2019 — not 2017 — manifesto is a plausible and serious blueprint for ways of addressing London’s profound problems, and its absurdly skewed presence within the country. It cannot be enacted in one city, and much of it is unlikely to be national Labour policy in 2024 under Starmer. However, the soft left technocrats now heading the Labour Party ought to be sympathetic to ideas for an extension and decentralisation of local government power. Labour should be advocating for the full powers of local authorities to be restored, with restrictions on their borrowing and their raising of local rates completely lifted; Preston-style opposition to outsourcing in favour of “community wealth building” should be mandatory for Labour councils of any kind. More radically, the extreme political divergences of the contemporary UK need to be seriously addressed. Alex Niven’s proposals for a Federal Republic in his 2019 book New Model Island are dramatic, but some basic aspects of that programme should have appeal to the soft left and centre of the Labour Party. This would entail at minimum a full restoration with full powers of the Metropolitan Counties abolished in 1986 — the Greater London Council, Merseyside, Greater Manchester, West Midlands, West Yorkshire, South Yorkshire, and Tyne & Wear, and with similar bodies for Nottingham, Greater Bristol, Greater Glasgow and south-east Wales. These would need to go way beyond the Blair-devised London mayoralty and George Osborne’s toothless “Metro Mayors” and “Combined Authorities”. These need to be fully functioning and autonomous local states, with parliaments, tax-raising powers and legislative powers, on the model of the German states of Hamburg, Bremen and Berlin. But for the immediate future, there are further points as to what a London government could plausibly do within its means, through the boroughs and their municipal building companies, the mayoralty and its control over the London Plan, and the sorts of creative shortcuts out of neoliberalism discovered in the very different conditions of Preston.
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A Useable Past



1. London needs to look outward. Paris has built thousands of new (as opposed to replacement) council flats, often in wealthy parts of the city, and has refurbished and extended tower blocks without clearances or rent rises under the mayoralty of Anne Hidalgo. It has been much more aggressive with the car and carbon lobbies than London. Berlin has instituted its own city-wide rent freeze — it has far more powers than London, but this remains a legally risky policy which is likely to be fought in the courts. Barcelona has municipalised energy and water companies on its own, in the absence of a nationalisation programme from the top. The GLA could legally fund housing on the model of Paris, could sponsor municipal utilities, and it could publicise much more widely its symbolic support for rent controls, mobilising a popular campaign rather than arguing with unpersuadable ideologues behind closed doors.

2. London needs to stop. Everyone knows that on the current city boundaries, a city of ten million will be impossibly dense and overcrowded. The idly proposed “solution” of densifying the semi-detached streets of the suburbs would involve compulsory purchase on a revolutionary scale. The centre-left city government in Seoul, by no means socialists, have introduced an official policy of ceasing the growth of the South Korean capital — the flagship of its City Architects’ Department has been the refurbishment rather than demolition of the Seewoon Sangga centre, a dilapidated and informalised 1960s structure with strong similarities to the Elephant and Castle or the Latin Village. The post-Abercrombie shrinking of London to 6.5 million inhabitants will not return, but London needs to recognise that its incessant growth and thirst for infrastructure and concrete is environmentally, geographically and politically disastrous.

3. London needs to govern the rest of the country less, and govern itself more. An unrepresentative and gerrymandered parliament in London dictates whether or not Manchester can municipalise its buses, whether Leeds can build a tram or Leicester a trolleybus, and whether Scotland can hold a referendum in its own parliament on its own future. It also dictates whether the second biggest city in Europe can control its own rents, whether its council tenants can decide whether or not their house is demolished, and whether the London Borough of Redbridge can legally find out who its landlords are. This is an obscene situation. Devolution of powers and, crucially, resources, to local authorities is beyond urgent. The London left should try and prefigure this by, whenever possible, devolving power and resources to socialists outside of the capital.

4. London’s government needs to be unafraid of confrontation. The amount of powers the GLA has managed to squeeze out of parliament, compared to its cousins set up in 2000 in Cardiff and Edinburgh, has been minimal. Demand them, and put them in the London Plan, the only really powerful instrument the mayor has. If he won’t, the GLA needs to change the plan, something the campaign group Just Space has already called for. If, as is currently happening, the government refuses to sanction even a mildly reforming Plan, then London’s allegedly devolved Assembly is being made a nonsense, and Members would be wiser to look to the example of George Lansbury than that of Herbert Morrison. If any legal route to the redress of Londoners’ grievances is blocked, then, well, it is better to break the law than to break the poor.

5. The London left needs to draw on its own past. London is not a uniquely capitalist city, but a capital which that has had more than a century of socialist and social democratic governments, usually strongly supported by its population. They have done good things, and they have done bad things and indifferent things. But they have done them, and done them most often in conditions of great hostility. If they could do it, so can we.
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