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Laurie Taylor:
Good afternoon, everybody. There are still people arriving, so I’ll speak rather slowly and languidly until they’ve found seats for themselves.  


I’m very pleased to see so many people here for this session, which is, as you know, called ‘Hard Times’, and relates to the theme of this conference, ‘Engaging Sociology’, in so far as what we’re going to be talking about during this session are ways in which sociology can more effectively engage with the media, with government, with policymakers and with the public.


Actually, it’s a very odd time to be doing this because all week, I’ve never heard so many mentions of sociologists in my life as there have been recently. Every time I seem to turn on the news, there are sociologists speaking sociology. The Six O’Clock News: I just turned it on the other night and they were suddenly very interested looking journalists talking about the importance of ‘cultural capital’. (Laughter)


“I don’t remember ‘cultural capital’ being mentioned on The Six O’Clock News.” 

Inevitably, there’s this dual thing, isn’t there, that we all have: that we want publicity, but then we hear the publicity, we think, “Oh, they’ve not really done justice to the whole thing.” (Laughter)


That was the case when somebody rang me up not long after that news bulletin and said, “Oh, did you see the thing about the British class…?” I said, “Yes, yes, yes,” and they said, “Not a single mention of Bourdieu, not a single…” (Laughter)


It reminded me when I used to do a programme on Radio 4 called Stop the Week. It was rather a frivolous programme and we just used to chat about all sorts of matters. I was then teaching at the University of York in the Sociology Department and I can remember having a discussion about red tape one day. I went back and my colleague in the department and who I won’t name, Andy, said to me, “All that talk about red tape and not a single mention of Weber’s ‘Three Types of Rationality’.” (Laughter)


So, I don’t think we’re ever satisfied really because if we get a mention, it’s not the proper sort of mention. But, anyway, let’s adopt a slightly more pessimistic tone. 


It was great to see Mike Savage and Fiona Devine’s work there. Of course, I’ve also been watching lots of stuff with Simon Harding about dangerous dogs and so on. So, I’m delighted I just met him in the corridor there and was reminded of how busy he is running around in television studios engaged with this.


As Professor of Sociology, I switch on my email and an ex Professor of Sociology just suddenly sent me this email this morning. He said, “Just back from wintering in the Canaries in time to get my yacht into the water before setting off to the golf club. I thought as a retired university professor, I might just complete the BBC’s Great British Class Survey to see how I was doing. So, I’m delighted to say that I’m still traditional working class.” (Laughter)


“Aren’t those averages yachted?” But anyway…


So, what we’re going to do… The organisation, and I use the word loosely because it may well break down, this afternoon or this session today is as follows:


In the moment, I’m going to invite our guest speaker, Polly Toynbee, to talk to us for around about 30 minutes. Then, I’ll pick up a few of the points she made before going on to talk briefly myself about the opportunities which exist on radio and perhaps on television as well for increasing the impact, that dreaded word, of sociological research.


Then, we’ll come to questions and answers. Plenty of time left at the end for a question and answer session.


It’s difficult to think of anybody more appropriate to be talking to us about this question of impact and engagement because Polly Toynbee is a sophisticated social commentator as well as a brilliant journalist. I don’t think there’s anybody else in this country that I’ve been able to think of or detect who has brought so much social science research to bear upon her journalistic writing. 


Of course, she’s not, as I say, merely a journalist. I want to take that word “merely” away. She’s not only a journalist. She also has done important ethnographic work in her own right, right back to 1970 when she wrote about what it was like to work in a variety of low-paid jobs, and right up to 2003 when she published a book called Hard Work, which was about living on the minimum wage in low-paid Britain, which really plays nicely into the arguments we’ve been recently having about “How much is it possible for senior Cabinet ministers to live on?” 


But as I say, she manages to combine the role of journalist and social commentator in such a way that it’s not surprising to know that when she received her honorary doctorate at the Open University in 2005, it was for her notable contribution to the educational and cultural wellbeing of society. 


She was, just to put a few knobs on, BBC Social Affairs Editor from 1988 to 1995 and, of course, she’s been a Guardian columnist since 1998. 


When I knew we were going to be on the same platform and we were having a chat on the phone about what we might do, I’d gone back a little way, a couple of years, through articles that she’d written for The Guardian and it really was quite surprising how many of them contained all sorts of solid data derived from the social sciences she was using to reinforce her arguments about the way in which policies should be changed or the ways in which policies had gone wrong. 


So, to talk in more detail about the relationship between social science research and policymaking and the media, I’m delighted to introduce Polly Toynbee. (Applause)

Polly Toynbee:
Thanks very much, Laurie. 


I would say what better week. There could hardly be a better week to talk about the need for sociologists to be heard in the public discourse. I can’t think of a time when we’ve more needed facts about society more urgently. 

Here we are in the storm of a moral panic, lost among claims and counterclaims about the welfare state. The fact is some downright dishonesty from people in authority who ought to know better. 


Facts based on evidence and research data and hard statistics have been very thin on the ground this week. This week has seen policies implemented that go right to the heart of the kind of society that we are. 


We’ve had an outbreak of evidence-free policymaking, when in the depths of depression, we most need evidence-based policies to make the most of every pound spent, drawing on the best we know from social and economic research.


The Mick Philpott case couldn’t be a better example of the worst clash between the world of politics and the media and the world of academia. The rush to judgement by the Mail, The Times and The Sun and many more pronounce this bullying monster’s lifestyle represented, as the Mail’s front page blazoned, “The vile product of the welfare state”. 


They claim that the man represents the culture of our welfare state. It’s a wonderfully useful word that, ‘culture’. Always watch out for it. I’m sure you do. With that one word, you can take any extreme case, the Jamie Bulger murder, Fred West’s multiple killings, the Rochdale paedophile ring, the Jimmy Savile case, and turn it into a ‘syndrome’. 


“That’s what our society is really like. That’s who we really are.”


That starts the moral panic. “The world’s going to hell in a handcart,” “We’re going from bad to worse,” “The next generation is even worse than ours,” and our great grandparents’ imaginary world of respect, politeness and good manners has gone forever. 


Any example of bad human behaviour can be used as an augury that society is going off the rails. 


It’s that panic culture, to use their own word, that may sell newspapers and may arm politicians to spread a “Broken Britain” sense of alarm, but it also spreads fear, hatred, alienation, anomie; a depressive world view that says things are always getting worse. 


Incidentally, Lord Northcliffe, the famous founder of the Daily Mail was asked on his deathbed what was his magic formula and how did he produce such a successful newspaper. He said, “I give them a daily hate and they’re still at it.” (Laughter)


That’s why we need social science: to put things into perspective; to weigh up what’s true and what’s fantasy; what’s better, what’s worse; as well as what policies may work and why.


We need an eye back on history to see if we are getting, say, more or less violent or drunk, more or less generous and community-spirited. Otherwise, we’re left only with our own prejudices, the little that we each happen to see by accident a world view that is governed by haphazard anecdote, until you come along and give us the data to tell us how it really is.


There is always so much more we want and need to know about ourselves. A never-ending quest for self-knowledge and self-awareness, and a perpetual hope that we can improve ourselves. 


Social improvement is a project that progressive-minded people believe in, while the conservative-minded tend to regard that as fruitless and forlorn. “Do we, can we get any better as people or as societies?” In the end, only the sociologists can tell us who’s right about that, and that’s why we value what you do. 


I want to start out by praising this government, because I hardly ever do, for one visionary thing that they’ve done. Following the brilliant and persistent campaign by many of you, by leading sociologists, one of the great tools of British research has been saved, thanks to the seriousness and the depth of understanding of David Willets, Minister for Universities and Science, not for nothing known as ‘Two Brains’. The precious ‘National Birth Cohort’ has been saved from the cuts that very nearly cancelled it.


He fought long and hard to prise £28m out of the Treasury to add to other research funds to ensure that we didn’t lose this invaluable gem. It is now set up and studying 93,000 babies all in 2012. This one is the most detailed so far. Mothers surveyed before their child’s birth with saliva, umbilical cord and placenta samples stored in case they hold secrets to future diseases.


Parents and children are videoed with every possible social, medical and psychological fact stored looking for clues that might yield origins of conditions such as autism in decades ahead. 


Our world-famous series of birth cohort studies has followed the fate of large groups of children born: one group born in 1946, another in 1958 and then in 1970. They and their parents have been interviewed at regular intervals about health, wellbeing, lifestyle and life trajectory.


A wealth of data lies buried there available for all time that people can study in the future, looking back for causes and reasons about people’s backgrounds and lifetime histories.

Sociologists, epidemiologists, medical researchers, topographers and other ologists and ographers of every sort flock here from all around the world seeking answers to fundamental questions that only those cohort studies can provide. The important secrets that show light on the nature/nurture question lie buried somewhere here. 


What causes us to be as we are? Here too are some of the answers as to whether we are getting better or worse generation by generation in all manner of ways.


The great tragedy is, of course, that that sequence of studies was broken for a generation. After 1970, the next cohort study was cancelled in the Thatcher era when sociology was treated with disdain and its practitioners were not needed on her voyage where conviction, or what was called ‘common sense’, were to be the only guide. 


The result was a 30-year gap. A whole generation missing in our islands’ social story.


Labour reinstated the series with the ‘Millennium Birth Cohort’, following the babies born in 2000. It was announced with a certain kind of optimistic triumphalism. There was hope that these Blair babies born into a new era of concern for children would prove to have done better as a result of Labour programmes, such as the 3,500 Sure Start children centres, free nurseries for three and four-year-olds, better maternity leave and pay, Educational Maintenance Allowance to encourage 16-year-olds to stay on at school, and a big jump up in education and in health spending.

It was hoped through the Millennium Cohort would prove, once and for all, that progressive social policies with higher spending improve the lives and life chances of children.


There was every reason why this government might be reluctant to have the results of their own babies monitored in the same way. Indeed, many opposed it, mostly because they thought it was a waste of money, but perhaps with a sneaking sense they’d rather not know how their children fared in this era of cuts to benefits and services.


So, it was especially admirable that David Willetts persevered so doggedly in the belief that facts are sacred for all time, beyond short life spans and self-interests of any particular government. 


Back in 1997, Labour came to power with a passionate belief in the value of social research. I can remember the buzz just after the election when new ministers were calling for all the evidence they could find and were very excited by evidence that was brought to them. ‘Evidence-based policy’ was the watchword, but new research was commissioned. 

Eighteen different task forces of experts were set up to examine every cause and symptom of poverty, from debts to literacy, health, first year of life, and it was boom time for your profession, despised and ignored for so many years before, with the likes of John Hills, Jonathan Bradshaw, Ruth Lister, Anne Walker, Danny Dorling, Wilkinson and Pickett, Carol Propper, Liam Feinstein, Donald Kirsch, Paul Gregg, Steve Machin, Alissa Goodman in and out of government departments all the time. 

Even the Treasury, under Norman Glass’s wise influence, turned to sociologists as the Treasury became the prime mover in the setting up of Sure Start. Extraordinary for an institution that is bred and whose jobs it is to say no to everything. 

Briefly, evidence was king to ensure every penny was well spent. Evidence would trounce all opposition with irrefutable fact, ensuring that these new programmes would survive a future regime change in Downing Street. That was the intent, because no-one would dare dismantle what had been proven to work. 

New dawns were wonderful and bliss it was to be a social scientist in those days. But dawns don’t last long. Often, by the time the new research commissioned by fresh ministers in 1997 was delivered back by the academics, the minister had moved on. Not only that, but maybe the next one had moved on too by then. 

Subjects of interest had moved on with the focus elsewhere, as every new minister arriving in a new department always wants their own thumbprint on their own bright new idea that they can announce, not the previous minister’s. 

The pace of politics means a political and academic timeframe will always be seriously out of kilter. Politicians need the answer now and they think, “I don’t mind if it’s quick and dirty research, but it’s no use to me in three years’ time when it’s been peer-reviewed and, frankly, I can’t understand the language it’s written in and I’ve never heard of the incomprehensible references it makes in every sentence. Some of it seems to be written in a code deliberately designed to ensure no layman can read it.” You all know that. You’ve seen those bits of research. I’m absolutely sure that none of the 600 papers delivered during this conference is in any way like that. (Laughter)

In fact, Labour did continue to work closely and fruitfully with many social scientists who did help to shape all kinds of policies. John Hills redesigned the mighty state pension system, for instance.

I’d just like to mention one small programme devised by the LSE’s Julian Le Grand and also used a lot by Tony Blair. It was the ‘Child Trust Fund’.

It really ought to seize your interest. Between September 2002 and December 2010, every newborn was given by the state £250 or £500 for poor children to save in an account until they were 18 with the hope that families would add to it in the meantime. The idea was to give every child the kind of nest egg that wealth-off families have. Something to fall back on, something to start out with for education or training, for a housing deposit or for an enterprise, or just to know that in an emergency, they had a cushion against disaster the way middle-class children have.

But that has been ended by this government. What it has created though is the most perfect real-life opportunity for social research. Will those children, at 18, do better than children just older, who didn’t get it? Or the ones eight years younger who missed out too. I do hope that someone will do a close follow-up study to see if owning a little capital makes a difference.

There is a call for randomised controlled trials, and Laurie and I were talking about it before, such as used by medicine, and here’s a readymade for someone to pick up and study.

Impact: I know you’ve all been talking about impact, and you’re all now enjoined to prove that your work has impact in one way or another.

Certainly, back then, in those years, much social research really did, but even so, there is a necessary inevitable conflict between the everyday needs of policymakers and the discipline of serious research that gets things right. 

Politicians in some areas simply don’t want to know, and that’s true of all political parties. On crime and punishment, Labour was every bit as determined as Conservative governments to ignore all evidence that shows what really might help cut crime in favour of what certainly does please tabloid editors. 

The Home Office had an excellent Research Department, but over the years, has to had to stand by and watch successive Home Secretaries pay no attention whatever to their findings. 

“Prison works,” said Michael Howard famously as Home Secretary at the time of the Bulger murder. Well, the judges and magistrates obeyed and the prison population soared accordingly. 

Chris Nuttall, then the Head of Home Office Research, had a rather despairing chart that showed the correlation between tough law and order speeches by Prime Ministers and Home Secretaries and spikes upwards in imprisonment.

The Ministry of Justice’s own research shows that the effectiveness of putting non-dangerous people in prison, in terms of reoffending, is negligible. Compared with other ways, the £40,000-a-year cost could be spent on those people, but Tony Blair made his reputation by promising to be “tough on crime and tough on the causes of crime” and in his ceaseless search for toughness, and law and order in that sense, he doubled the prison population. A phenomenal waste of money.

Myriad new crimes were created, sentences were lengthened and 50, yes 50, separate Criminal Justice Acts were passed by Labour. 

Only recently, alas, all too briefly for the first time in years, as Justice Minister, Kenneth Clarke’s good sense did bring down prison numbers a little, but now he’s been moved on, they’re rising again under Chris Grayling. 

What about ‘facts’? All this has happened despite crime falling right across the Western world since the mid-1980s. It’s fallen in countries that imprison a lot of people and countries that imprison few. 

Within the US, where sentencing varies quite widely between states, it’s fallen in the punitive and less-punitive states. 

Why? Is it better-educated cohorts of the young in the most criminogenic years of their lives are more likely to be in schools and colleges? Is it rising wealth? Surely not when inequality is rising in many countries?

Is it better-protected homes and cars are harder to burgle or the lesser relative value of electronic goods that used to be worth stealing? 

These are big questions, and these are questions that we need to listen to the answers to from social scientists.

But crime is the area a social scientist might be the most depressed by the little impact they are ever likely to have on government as things stand. 

Big ideas, though, about society come from big thinkers. That’s mostly not politicians. Politicians like slogans, but those slogans rarely stand for big ideas. “Big society”, “Broken Britain”, “Aspiration Nation”, “One Nation”: these are useful emotive signposts for elections, but empty in sociological terms. 

In ideas, the economists have led the field for too long: Milton Friedman versus Keynesians. They ought, by now, to be a busted flush, you’d have thought, and thoroughly discredited. As the Queen asked on her 2008 post-Crash visit to LSE, with a rather, I suspect, waspish, faux naïveté, “Why did nobody notice it?” (Laughter)

You’d think that would have been the end of the supreme reign of the economists, but it appears not to be. I think it’s time we saw the rise of sociologists to answer some of the big questions that turned out not to reside within the temple of economics.

So, what do we need to know?

Everything. Think big. Let sociologists invade some of the economists’ turf. Why have big corporations become so dysfunctional that their top players can purloin ever more outrageous rates of pay, while in their lower ranks, pay falls away? What goes on inside organisations among those people that drives this great inequality?

They will say glibly, “Well, it’s globalisation.” But we know it’s not, because most top boards and CEOs are UK born and bred. What’s gone wrong? How do we put it right? We need answers from you.

Other questions:

In a remarkably short time in our lives, our lives have changed quite dramatically in how we work, think, how we communicate, what we do with our time. It’s changed beyond all recognition. 

What has the rapid arrival of the internet done to us as individuals, as social animals and how do we grasp it? How do we measure it? How do we express it? Particularly, perhaps, for my generation that has seen the arrival of the internet and remember before and after. What sense do we make of it?

Marshall McLuhan never lived to know how right he was when he said, “The medium is the message.” But he was a big thinker, and we need more big blue-skies thinking to encompass the enormity of some of the changes around us.

We need to know “What is the recession doing to us?”

A decade at least and maybe it will last longer. It’s already the longest in history. So, who’s capturing the fracturing of social solidarity? Or am I wrong even to ask that? I don’t know. Is solidarity, neighbourliness and generosity as strong as ever underneath the noise on the surface?

We rely on you to tell us what’s happening. Or the danger is that we believe whatever snapshots journalists serve up to try to capture our time. We may not always do it well, and some may do it deliberately to deceive.

Judith Mudd’s note to me asked me to say “something about how sociology can engage better with the press to shape policy in these difficult times”. The press are in a powerful position being able to speak to millions. So, how do we communicate sociological research to the press? How do we develop stronger relationships with the press?

That’s something, I’m afraid, I’m often asked and it always leaves me struggling for an answer when you say what the word ‘press’ is and what a wide range it covers. 

I can tell you the basics: write in plain English; send out a press release on one side of paper in biggish type. Remember that we probably all get about 20 or 30 a day. Make the headline crystal clear as to what the point is and why the public should be interested.

Well, that’s all the easy bit, and if your research doesn’t fit into that format, it’s probably not something suitable for the media, and there’s no reason why all of your work should be by any manner of means. 

Media attention is anyway often nasty, brutish and short. If it fits a newspaper’s agenda, they’ll seize on it. If it doesn’t they’ll ignore it and, worse still, they may rubbish it. 

If it’s eye-poppingly surprising, everybody will want it. Sometimes, working closely with trusted journalists over time, especially specialists in your field, building up a relationship, can work really well if you know that it’s a serious outlet like the likes of the BBC, the FT; the serious newspapers.

My whole career in newspapers and the Social Affairs Editor at the BBC: I absolutely relied on the work of your profession, and many academics have been incredibly generous and patient with their time, willing to educate me as they go. Especially the esteemed Institute for Fiscal Studies’ patient explanations of data sets. 

The really big, and almost impossible, issue is this:

How do you get true information out there against a hailstorm of deliberate misinformation and prejudice?

In this week’s Philpott case, newspapers and even the Chancellor seek to characterise the man as typical of and a symptom of a benefits system he’s in the process of cutting. Interpose a gentle sociologist into this maelstrom and they’ve just been blown down by it. The facts are there. Parts of the media keep trying to put it out in palatable forms, whether it’s The Guardian’s excellent data blog, which I do urge you to have a look at and indeed contribute to, which lists nothing but facts on the issue of the day or Channel 4’s FactCheck, which is also very useful.

But getting people to believe them is the really difficult thing. Here we are, more educated than ever before, with more access to reliable information than ever before at the click of a mouse, and yet most of us, wilfully, are pig ignorant on so many issues. 

What can you do about that? Do please try to throw some light on how people acquire information. How do they come to believe certain things that are patently untrue, however often they’re exposed to the facts?

Find out who they trust to tell them things and how they might be reached in ways that do open their eyes to the kind of evidence that you offer. You’re being asked to make an impact, but first we need to know what that would be, how it’s done, what has most impact. Above all, how do we engage people in a desire to know more about the world around them than they think they can see with their own eyes?

You, sociologists, have the key to the windows on the world, and now we need to know how to encourage people to look out and see.

Thank you very much. (Applause)

Laurie Taylor:
I’m just going to pick up on just a couple of little points that I want to just raise with Polly now. Then, I will make a little presentation of my own; a rather shorter one. Then, we’ll come to questions and answers. 


It was Michael Gove the other day… He had 100 professors or something questioning his curriculum reforms and he just simply said, “Oh well, they’re all Marxists anyway.”


I mean, there is the problem, isn’t there…? How do you feel sociologists, in particular perhaps, overcome this problem that they can be dismissed as ‘left wing’, brushed aside without…?

Polly Toynbee:
I think it is a problem because I think it’s endemic in the subject to believe that things can change, should change and might change, and there might be ways of improving things. On the whole, as I’ve said, that is a progressive mindset. It’s an optimistic, at its most extreme, a Millenarian view that in the end, at the end of the rainbow, we know we can improve society and ourselves. I think it is the conservative mindset to think, “Now, we can minimise harms and dangers and get the state out of the way,” but any time you try anything of that sort, that means the state just trampling all over us.

On the whole, sociologists will believe in the state because it’s one of the few levers that exist to implement whatever it is you discover that actually works. 


So, I think it isn’t exactly political, but a mindset about how you see the world that will inevitably have conservatives framing sociology as being on the left. 


Do you think that’s a fair…?

Laurie Taylor:
Yes, I think so. 


Probably over the last, I should think, decade, perhaps a little bit longer, so many think tanks have grown up, and these are often defined, interestingly enough, when they’re introduced in the media as: “We have someone here from the right-leaning think tank and someone here from the left-leaning think tank.” I suppose the question really I’m asking you about is:


To what extent do you think think tanks are, in a way, ideological in intent, like the Adam Smith Institute pushing monetarism and neoliberalism, and to what extent do you think that think tanks are rather welcome because they do seem to get things done pretty quickly and that they’re constantly being listened to by government or so it would seem?

Polly Toynbee:
No, I think they’re very useful. 


It’s true: they’re doing mostly fairly quick and dirty research. Though not necessarily. I think it’s amazing, for instance, what the Resolution Foundation has done in just two years since Gavin Kelly took it over with huge crunching of the facts and figures about the ‘squeezed middle’; about what’s happened to incomes over time between the middle and the bottom. 


Nobody really looked at that, but the data was there. True: it’s a foundation and it has a fair amount of solid money that doesn’t depend on grants, which makes a lot of difference. But I think the fact that they are of a political bent is quite important. For one thing, they’re useful to the political parties. They are useful for kite-flying, for trying out things. They can launch policy ideas and see how they develop, without the political party having in any way committed itself to them. 


They don’t have to be outrageous ideas. They can be very good ideas. An awful lot of the ideas, I think, that the Conservatives have now come from their think tanks. Labour came into power: then, there was the IPPR that was particularly powerful, with a huge number of policies that have been very well worked out.


I think it’s quite difficult to have a non-aligned think tank, unless you count something like the Institute for Fiscal Studies that does a very particular data-crunching job, isn’t ideological and is always resented bitterly by all governments because it tells very uncomfortable truths that can’t be covered up, unpicking the budget every time to find out what’s really behind some often quite deceptively presented figures. 


I think their purpose is to be ideas and thoughts and, inevitably, if you’re a thinker, you tend to think right or left. 

Laurie Taylor:
Isn’t there a way in which they tend to pre-empt sociological research or the sociological research somehow takes a backseat to the think tanks? Think tanks do seem to also employ people who are professional communicators, and they’ve got some rather good PR men around them. When they produce a report, you can be damn certain it’s going to be marketed pretty well, it’s going to be sent into all the in-trays of all the editors all over the country. They’re going to have good speakers on hand to promote their policy. 


I’m asking whether or not sociologists, people working particularly in the research areas, should not give perhaps more thought to the idea of having someone who can play that role in relation to their own research?

Polly Toynbee:
Yes, and I think they should work with those think tanks where they can, and often it’s a source of some funding for those who might want to do. Some of them do have money if it’s something that’s of interest t them.


I think they do use sociologists quite a bit and that’s a very, very good synergy. Certainly, they’re better at promoting things, but that’s partly because they have, in a sense, got a party machinery. They’ve got party newspapers, they’ve got party websites that may refer to them or use them, or backbenchers who may pick them up and use them. They’ve got party conferences where they’re presented in the huge array of conference events, where these sorts of ideas are discussed.


But during the Labour time, certainly, lots of sociologists would be involved in that too. They would come along to those things and present their evidence. But also for charities. You look at the children’s charities. They commission and draw on quite a lot of sociologists to do particular bits of work they want to pursue. 


So, it may sound as if government is the only option, but you’re right: there is that big array of other players.

Laurie Taylor:
I mean, as long they’re happy to add the facts and figures… There seems to be so much, if you like, statistical noise around. When I hear on the BBC News, “There’s a survey which shows this,” I want to know who did the survey…


I mean, I think I remember some time ago a think tank conducted the inquiry into sleeping habits, which was actually sponsored by Slumberland. One wanted to know that. But there’s so much noise around that surveys will be picked up… Some would say, “Seventy percent of people do this.” 

I’ve always thought you should have a Kitemark system. In a way, if surveys were Kitemarked, and I’m being serious about this, in terms of validity and reliability, you reduce the amount of statistical and survey noise around so that those studies and surveys which are reliable and valid got a better hearing. 

Polly Toynbee:
Well, if the BBC is caught using anything that’s not a proper study, you should immediately complain. To complain to the BBC, having worked within it, I was told that it’s an awful lot easier than you think. Not very many people pick up the phone after the Six O’Clock or the Ten O’Clock News, call the duty officer and leave a message. 

The next morning: the newsroom will get together and will look at the duty log. If you get as many as 10 calls on one subject, they’re very jumpy and think they must have made a real mistake. Not very many people do it and quite a lot of it is rambling noise about weird things, but if there is a specific complaint about one item on a matter of fact or credibility, it makes them jump very fast and they do respond. 


So, it is always, always worth doing that if you see something you think is… A conducted survey, for instance. 


The trouble is the BBC has so many outlets and you’re going to get Newsbeat on Radio 1 and you’re going to get huge numbers of them on radio. In London, you pick up something without really noticing that it’s commercial, it’s ‘Mintel’, it’s some consumer thing saying something absurd, as opposed to very serious academic research. 


But certainly, you will always get the tabloids using absolutely anything if it makes a story and it’s full of research, even if they’ve only asked 10 people who use Colgate toothpaste.

Laurie Taylor:
I might be misquoting him, but this is a point, I think, that was made by the previous BSA President, President John Brewer. I think, in what I was reading about his statements about public social science, was the advocacy of the idea that within sociology departments now, there should be perhaps be more emphasis upon studying existing distinctive social problems.


I mean, for example, something like climate change, which might involve other disciplines as well. In other words, perhaps we should in the present era, if we want to make our voices heard, introduce into causes the idea of particular social problems, poverty, inequality, whatever, and talk about these rather than concentrating perhaps so much as we do upon sociology as an ‘academic discipline’. 


Now, I’m aware it’s not a single dichotomy, but I wonder to what extent there might be some advantage or it might secure sociology a better voice if sociology departments and research was more explicitly connected to ongoing social problems?

Polly Toynbee:
I think that’s quite true, and I can understand the difficulty because it’s much easier to study something very small. It might mean that because it’s very small you’re studying something of not great importance to anybody but the tiny group of people that you’re going to be studying. 


But because the research can be so clean and neat, there is an academic impulse to study what can be studied. I don’t quite know how you deal with, what I was saying, the big questions, the Marshall McLuhan-type ideas. We need that as well, but on the other hand, that isn’t credible, the ‘big ideas’, unless it comes from somebody who is, themselves, rooted in statistics, in data and in research. So, you need both.


I think at the moment, I feel that we’re not reaching out enough for the enormity of what’s going on around us, and we may look back and think, “Why didn’t anybody see this? Why didn’t anybody see that? How was all this happening around us and we were still scurrying after things that are really not so relevant?”

Laurie Taylor:
I mean, you and your husband have done something which you might have thought social scientists in university departments might have done. You’ve written books where you’ve tried to use objective data to assess the performance of government. It’s an interesting to task. To really hold them up and say, “Well, you said you were going to do this. Have you done it and how well it has gone?”


I’m just wondering what impact those books made? Do you have shamefaced ministers coming up to you afterwards saying, “We’re sorry we got it wrong”?

Polly Toynbee:
Well, we tried. So much of politics is written about the great Westminster charade: the pantomime of who’s up and who’s down, who’s having rows, what’s going on, who’s winning, who’s losing, that we wanted to try and hold on to the pure policy. What was actually done? As far as everybody’s study: what difference did it make?


So, we were just using work by sociologists and government’s own research because, after all, government departments and parliamentary questions produce quite a lot of evidence. So, we just did chapter by chapter, “What did they actually do on climate change?” “What did they actually do on crime?” and listed the laws passed and any changes that actually happened as a result in so far as we could get the evidence.


We used it really as a ready reckoner; as a companion guide to other people who might write more literary works about the life and times and psychodrama of Blair and Brown. 

So, we did the first and second of the Blair government’s parliaments and then we did The Verdict, which did the whole of the 13 years.


We found it very difficult because we were having to make judgements and assessments all the time about what was better and what wasn’t, and pulling in several different directions. It was quite difficult to come to a conclusion at the end, but what we really wanted it to be was a reckoner so people could make their own mind up. They could look up and remind themselves what was done in particular fields really.


What effect did it have? I don’t know. I think it is quite useful for people to have that there, so they can say, “Well, Labour did do anything like that? Let’s have a look.” They’ll find it laid out as best we could.

Laurie Taylor:
Thank you. 


It’s a bit more portentous of me to stand up and go over to the microphone, but I’ll just have a change of seat. I’m not going to make any very big, portentous statements, but I’ll just pick up a couple of points about ___ [0:45:07].


I was listening to what Polly was saying there. I think sometimes…


Can you hear me alright by the way?

Polly Toynbee:
Yes, I can hear you fine.

Laurie Taylor:
I think sometimes, we often forget about the extraordinary impact that research does make. We talk about what’s happening to the welfare state and sometimes we forget about Beveridge and we forget about the beginning of the welfare state. We forget that these were ideas out there, which were produced by social scientists.


We certainly need to remember as well that some of those ideas which are produced by social scientists are ideas which fundamentally alter the way in which society works and operates, which we might not approve of. 


So, if you’re talking about Milton Friedman, if you’re talking about Hayek, if you’re talking about these neoliberalism ideas, if you’re talking about open markets, free market ideas, globalisation and these ideas, you’ve got to recognise that ideas come in from different political perspectives and can have enormous impact. We’re talking about one or two books which can absolutely change the whole ways in which leading politicians start to think or even politicians who are sufficiently strong to be able to have an influence to change the whole course of social and economic history.


I want to just pick up on a couple of the things here though. Just reminding you of some of those other big ideas, I can remember the thing that had an enormous impact years ago. It was the Richard Titmuss book, a social administrator writing about The Gift Relationship and if one wants to study an idea of what you would like society to be, The Gift Relationship still stands out. 


If we’re talking about other human ideas which have had an enormous influence, look at the amount of material that was generated by Bowling Alone and Robert Putnam. I think actually Tony Blair had Robert Putnam down to Downing Street to talk about the idea of social capital.


We’ve already mentioned Pierre Bourdieu, who suddenly cropped up in the news today, as a way of characterising British social classes.


In terms of bad ideas or in terms of ideas which have made things, as it were, less acceptable, I’m old enough to remember that not long after the end of the war when the desire was to get women out of the factories, to stop them working and to put them back in the home, all of a sudden, we had research by people like Bowlby and others showing that maternal deprivation was the surest cause of mass delinquency.


So, good and bad ideas being used. 


I suppose also we’d want to add in Danny Dorling’s enormously important stuff on the social mapping of inequality and, of course, the Wilkinson and Pickett Spirit Level. 


I mean, it’s interesting to see the ways in which ideas slowly diffuse. I was having a conversation the other night and someone said, “Well, of course, it’s obvious. The more unequal society is, the less happy people are when they live in that society.”


Now, here somehow, this Pickett and Wilkinson research had got into common currency. It had no doubt been heard on the radio and it was being spoken about and being talked about.


Some ideas strike people so forcefully that they then act as their own mode of communication. They communicate them themselves. 

This may seem to you rather self-serving, but I just want to mention my own experience of trying to get sociological ideas across in the weekly programme that I’ve been doing now for the last 15 years on Radio 4. 


This is what I mean by “self-serving”. I have to say to you that there are now 1 million people listening to this programme in its two forms on the Wednesday afternoon and on the Sunday evening. Also, I think it is the third most successful Radio 4 programme in terms of the number of podcasts that go out from it. 


So, we’ve made altogether 750 programmes over those 15 years. We’ve had something like 2,200 social scientists on there. We’ve had people like ___ [0:49:33], Stephen Lukes, Anthony Gibbons, Robert Buckman, Howard Becker, Frances ___ [0:49:38], Richard Sennett, Saskia Sassen, Amanda Vickery, Neil Ferguson, John Gray, David Harvey, Doreen Massey, Bev Skeggs, Paul Gilroy. The names go on and on and on.


But more particularly, we have had hundreds of people who have never spoken on the radio before. Hundreds of people who it’s their first time that they’ve had an opportunity to publicly disseminate their research. 


I just went back through a few weeks to look at the research we’ve had on just recently. We’ve been talking about urban racial segregation, we’ve been talking about the pay gap which exists between different ethnic groups in Britain. We’ve been talking about the culture of sickness benefit claimants, picking up on what Polly was saying there about the way in which one particular case can be generalised into a culture by those who have an interest in doing so. 

We’ve talked about the relationship between club membership at the House of Lords. What clubs do members of the House of Lords belong to and how does that relate to the public schools they attended? One of those rare pieces of research, I have to say, in which the higher orders are being looked at. 

It’s not all that long ago since Alvin Gouldner and Howard Becker got into a right old row about Gouldner’s claim that Becker and others were spending far too much of their time looking around the unfortunate, the drug-takers, the poor and the delinquents and taking their secrets up to the higher authorities so they could wreck new people policies. 

Why aren’t we going and talking to the powerful? Why wasn’t anybody interviewing the bankers, the hedge fund managers so that we might have had some insight into that particular culture at that time?

We’ve also talked about the 2011 riots, and not only the 2011 riots, the research produced by the London School of Economics pretty well after those, but also much later and I think more careful research which contradicted the essential findings of that research; older people in residential care; the origins of neoliberalism; organised crime in the United Kingdom; the medicalisation of everyday life; gang labour in the fruit fields of the UK.

We’ve also, of course, spent a lot of time going overseas and looking at, interestingly, the family in Italy and changes to the family in Italy, in a way in which is very much is happening in this country. 

There are very interesting parallels between the way in which the Italian state is always left to families who pick up most of the major welfare work there, but the three-generation family is becoming more and more common, whence you have two generations living on the grandfather’s income and children unable to obtain their own homes, unable to obtain work and unable to get married because of lack of economic resources.

The ways in which now benefit cuts in this country are increasingly going to place greater strains upon the family and the increase in domestic violence which is now chronicled in Italy would be a reasonable and interesting prediction to make about what is going to be happening in domestic circumstances in this country.

We’ve also had an opportunity to look at residential movements in Harlem. We’ve been to South Africa to look at the way in which the new agrarian law is operated there; and to Sweden, Norway and Denmark to study their ethnic relations. 

This, as I say, sounds self-serving, but I’m doing it in a way as advertising and saying that we would love to hear from more people. We want people to approach us and to talk to us and to come on and to describe their research. 

So, please. We’re not waiting for a large book to come out. We’re not even looking for a major set of articles to be published. We have people who have simply presented a paper at a conference. So, if you feel that you would like to get involved and you hear every week… So, thinkingaloud@bbc.co.uk is the email address for you to contact. 

Much of what we feature on the programme though, in terms of its accessibility, tends to have a qualitative component. We don’t tend to use strictly quantitative studies because they’re difficult really to make interesting, I’m afraid. It’s just a difficult job to do that, but we do tend to favour some qualitative research to attached to it. 

So, although I have recently been talking about industrial decline, we’re interested in the facts of industrial decline in deep populations, but we’re also interested in the lived experience of industrial decline.

Because we’ve borrowed so much, because we’ve used ethnography in so many areas, I thought recently it was about time we started paying things back a little tiny bit. So, what we’ve managed to persuade the BBC to do, and this is being done in association with the BSA, is to initiate a new award, what we’re calling an ‘Ethnography Award’, and this will be an award for an original piece of ethnography/field work.

The actual terms and conditions and length: we hope to have a substantial prize for this, although I’m not at the moment allowed to say what that might be. It’s meant to be a substantial award. We hope to get this off the ground within the next four, five or six weeks. Details will be given on the Thinking Allowed programme and also will be circulated by the BSA through all the membership.

We are rather aware that in these difficult times for research students, with money not being available, as Polly just mentioned, it’s easier sometimes to do a very small, circumscribed, quick piece of research to get that going rather than being able to suffer the trials and tribulations and the perhaps lack of research grants which are necessary accompaniments to something like two years spent doing field work. Not that you need to spend two years. 

I’m hoping to extend this to undergraduates as well. Now, many of you in this room are teachers, and many of you have projects within your courses that you might like to persuade particular students to not only simply undertake pieces of little field work research on what’s going on around them, but also to submit them. I’m hoping to include those as well in the general remit for that. 

I think that’s all that I’ve got to say now. Oh, except one little thing. Yes.

I’ve already been wandering around to meet people who’ve been on the programme, but on one or two occasions, I’ve found myself staring blankly and not quite remembering the name of the person I was supposed to be talking to. This is because when I’m in the studio, I’m usually preoccupied with people shouting at me through the speakers about getting a move on, not talking so much, asking shorter questions and reminding me I’ve only got 30 seconds to go. 

So, if you do approach me and say hello and I stare at you blankly, do be kind enough to tell me who you are and remind me of what you were talking about. I’ll remember what you were talking about even though I don’t remember your face. 

So, thank you very much. We’re now at that time when we’re going to have some questions and answers. So, I may as well stay standing here because we have roving microphones going around. So, questions particularly, of course, obviously, for Polly.

We’ve got someone here in the second row here. I don’t know where the microphones are… Have you got a microphone here? 
Just there, at the end of this row; the third row back or the fourth row? Thank you.

Perhaps you might tell us who you are?

David Ingalls:
I’m David Ingalls from the University of Exeter.


I’d like to thank you both for your very thoughtful presentations. As Polly spoke, I began to wonder this:


It’s clear that sociologists and other social scientists have had in the past, and could have in the future, a productive dialogue with certain kinds of journalists, journalists from The Guardian, The Independent and the FT, but I was wondering what Polly thinks of what should the relationship of sociologists be to the right wing press. 


It’s clearly the case that when sociological and other social scientific work is published in The Guardian and other places, it reaches certain kinds of people and certain kinds of audiences, but arguably, the Daily Mail and the Daily Express reach far more people, both directly and indirectly. 


You only have to travel around different parts of the country talking to different kinds of people to hear the traces of Daily Mail ideology about migration, about benefits and so on. It’s also clearly the case that the way that issues like that are framed by the Daily Mail and the Daily Express and other organs like that than are to be found in the broadcast media. When the papers are discussed on Sky News and BBC News and so on, it’s the Daily Mail’s framing of issues that seem to be becoming ever more dominant. 

It’s a bit of old-fashioned terminology: the Daily Mail and the Daily Express are the ‘hegemonic’ tools of our rulers. 


So, what should our relationships be to the Daily Mail and the Daily Express? Should we try to engage with them? Should we try to change their thinking from within or are they just too ideologically crazy for us to deal with at all? (Laugher)

Polly Toynbee:
It depends what you want to engage them with and what you think you’ve got to offer them. I mean, they’re very hard to approach because, on the whole, if you’ve got some startling new information, they may sit up and take notice and be interested, and you look for the particular correspondent. Someone like Steve Doughty, I think, on the Mail. But if you look at most of what he writes, you’d probably flinch, but if, nonetheless, you think you’ve got something that he might use, it’s worth offering.


The chances are that if it’s diametrically opposed to what he’s been writing all along, he’ll simply put it to one side. If somebody else makes a great play of it, he might even turn around, abuse it you for it and find somebody else, as there are always one or two people around, who will apparently give an opposite view from academia.


So, it’s always risky and a risk you have to take. 


You are quite right that those are the places that we need to get heard. I’m very well aware of preaching to the choir. A shrinking choir, alas. Mind you, all newspapers are shrinking. But, nevertheless, the 80% of the press that is owned by right-wing newspaper owners will still, even if we all move over to the internet, be the agenda-setters. They seem to be.

I think the BBC is something that you can always keep going at. I mean, get in touch with Mark Easton. Email him and send him things. He’s always got an open ear, and any of the other programmes… You might think that would maybe make a whole Panorama or might contribute to a Panorama on an upcoming relevant subject. 


I think broadcasting is the better bet on the whole, but it’s certainly worth trying. The Telegraph publishes all sorts of bits of social research that’s quite interesting of one kind or another, and it’s got pages of it; sometimes quite short reports. It’s worth trying certainly. 


As ever with the news agenda, it’s two things:


“Is it something new we don’t think we know already?” or “Is it something that absolutely hits the day when it fits in with whatever is a news story that day?”


But it’s not easy. I won’t pretend that you can… 


I mean, the Daily Mail, for instance, never publishes letters objecting to what they’ve written or pointing out they’ve made errors. Paul Dacre never appears in public, never apologises and never explains. The Sun sends smooth, silken Trevor Kavanagh out and Dacre sends out Quentin Letts, who’s quite witty and charming. But they don’t put up any defence of what they do ever, except through those two mouthpieces, because it’s so often so contradictory, the lines they take, that they wouldn’t be able to explain why. It’s this day and then something else another day and so on.

I mean, you’re riding the tide there, but it’s worth having a go.

Laurie Taylor:
Judith, what time are we supposed to be finishing this session? It says up there 2:30…

Judith Mudd:
Three o’clock.

Laurie Taylor:
Three o’clock? Right.


Can we have another question then, please?

Tamsin Clarke:
Hi. My name’s Tamsin Clarke. I’m from the University of the West of England, Bristol.


First of all, Polly, thank you for a really thought-provoking talk, but also thank you for inspiring me. I teach A-Level and I teach Hard Work to my students. They read sections of your account of the White House and they absolutely love it. 


On the back of that, I decided after reading the book myself to do my PhD research and ethnographic project on Barton Hill, which is the catchment area of my school. It’s also in the top 10 of deprived areas in the UK. 


So, I’m working with young people at the school and in other contexts as well to talk to them about what they want to go on to do. In this particular area, I’m finding that very, very few go to university and they just think it’s something not for them. Really, I just wondered what needs to be done for these young people on these estates to ensure that they have more of an opportunity and more social mobility actually on the ground? If you wouldn’t mind answering that as well? Thank you.

Polly Toynbee:
Well, yes. I mean, teachers are the ones who reach out to them and explain to them “Why not broader horizons than the immediate limited life that they see around them of other people who seem to not have any chance of moving out doing something else?” It’s down to teachers.


Of course, it’s very difficult because most of the statistics will show that people’s life trajectories are set very young and the later on you are teaching children, the less likely you are to turn around their life story.


I’m always so utterly impressed by teachers that I meet and I by the efforts that they make. The statistics show that more people are staying on at school, more people are taking education seriously, more people are going to FE colleges as well as universities, and FE colleges are hugely improving. The range of things that they offer is terrific. It is the secret garden of education and often derided or just ignored by people whose own children do A-Levels and university and they forget about that whole sector.


I think pushing children in that direction, just to go and look around their local FE colleges to see the amazing array of courses on offer can often motivate them to think, “Oh well, it’s not all just reading and writing. There are all sorts of other things and one thing leads to another.” They’re very good at introductions and all of that.


I’m glad you’re doing ethnographic research. I’m most glad that you’re teaching my Hard Work book because it’s the book that I feel, I suppose, proudest of. Although it was written in better times, it was very much to say, “Look, even in good times, even with the minimum wage, life is almost impossible to live at that wage without any kind of subsidy,” and to make people think about what was already then a galloping inequality, to say anything of what we are witnessing now.


Please do it again, again and again. Remind as many people as possible in as many ways as possible. 


In a way, it’s a clever thing to do, to go and do it yourself; to do the jobs yourself. But the reason for doing it was exactly this impact question. So, that you say to readers, who are on the whole not people who have ever done minimum wage jobs, “Come with me on this imaginative journey. Come with me and see how it feels for someone like you to live like this. Make this jump with me and see how it would be. Put aside your thoughts of, ‘Oh well, they’re all different,’ or ‘They’re all bad managers with their money anyway.’ 

“Come with me and let’s calculate how we spend every penny that we earn doing these jobs, finding jobs as a cake-packer, a cleaner, a hospital porter, a dinner lady, a care assistant, a nursery assistant. Now, see what it’s like for someone like us.”

Then, I think, doing the class jump, funny though it is in many ways, it breaks down that barrier of people, whereas if you just go and interview people, they say, “Well, that’s their life. They’re used to it, aren’t they? They were brought up to do these jobs.”

But you imagine you or I doing them and you say to people of the book-reading classes, and you hope that you have another way of trying to present facts that get through to people, in a narrative form, the story. 

Laurie Taylor:
Can I just ask you one…? I was just thinking about the decline really that is often talked about in the investment in journalism. I mean, the ways in which, in Ruth Davis’s book, newspapers are increasingly dependent upon PR and news which is acquired from elsewhere without actually undergoing any of that research itself.


There was a time when the idea that newspapers undertook original research… I mean, we always quote The Sunday Times Insight team, don’t we? We go back to the hard story and that. But I think it’s true to say really that within newspapers now, there’s no way that a journalist really regularly or routinely can say…

Polly Toynbee:
I don’t think that’s true of The Guardian. If you look at someone like Amelia Gentlemen, who is out and about all of the time with John Harris; out and about all over the country all of the time, seeing people, interviewing people, following up stories. I think we’ve got a lot of it, and also we have our big investigations as well. 


In a sense, newspapers are having to think in the days of 24-hr news of what makes them unique and special. Actually, what makes us unique and special are things you won’t get elsewhere. 

So, we have invested more in… We’ve got a bigger one going this week about offshore tax havens and a huge amount of leaked information about how many people have hidden money offshore in the British Virgin Islands.


We’ve had a lot of these. Every few months, we have a big blockbuster. But I think we do invest a lot in people being out and around, because it’s become more important really. 


Those press releases that just get churned out and the Press Association stuff: that’s on the rolling news channels anyway. So, if that’s what you want, you just get that stuff. It’s the sort of immediate news. 


I hope we do better. 

Lisa McKenzie:
Hi. My name’s Lisa McKenzie. I’m from the University of Nottingham. I’m an ethnographer and I research council estates, particularly in Nottingham. 


I suppose my question today really is about the lack of political engagement and the way the party politics, in particular the Labour Party, have lost their relationship with poor neighbourhoods and poor people. Rather than us, as sociologists, going to the media to get our research out there, do you not think it’s important that, as sociologists, we get a political message out there and speak to the people that have been disillusioned and dismissed by the Labour movement and the Labour Party? That’s the only reason why I would use the media: to speak to the people whose only method of knowing what’s happening in the world is through The Sun or the Daily Mail.

Polly Toynbee:
You mean, you do use The Sun?

Lisa McKenzie:
No, they do. 

Polly Toynbee:
I’m really interested. Explain a bit more what you’re actually doing on the ground in your Nottingham estates. What are you observing?

Lisa McKenzie:
Well, what I’ve been doing is an ethnographic study of the St Ann’s council estate in Nottingham for eight years, and what I’ve done is map that estate: the unemployment, crime on the estate, the problems that have happened through stigmatisation, discrimination and disadvantage. What I’ve found is that there is little political understanding of what is happening on a wider level. So, they know what’s happening to them and they know what’s happening on their estate and they know about what’s happening to their profiles, but what they don’t know is why.


What they don’t understand is the politics of discrimination against them. 

Polly Toynbee:
I think you’re right that the deep politicisation of life is really alarming for people who’ve just never come in contact with because of, partly, the decline in trade unions, which used to be a natural route into political thought, political thinking and collective ideas. There are now very, very large numbers of people who have never come in contact in any way with any kind of political system. 


I mean, I think you’re a bit hard on the Labour Party. I don’t know how your local Labour MPs would be in Nottingham, but Labour MPs are dealing with, and increasingly, their surgeries are overflowing with people because it’s Labour MPs who represent these places. They see what’s happening and the good ones campaign fantastically hard for the people on their patch.


Naturally, MPs are very varied. Some are better than others. Membership of political parties in this country is now 1% for all political parties. It’s so small. Labour has been trying, and I keep meaning to have a look and see how well it’s going, a whole new community-organising programme, particularly amongst young people, to try and get back to political engagement. 


It’s quite difficult for Labour to do it because there’s a natural sense of “Well, you’re only in this for yourself because you want our votes anyway, aren’t you? What do you care about us?”


In a sense, what you need is more spontaneous community organising. 


I remember that Cameron offered 1,000 new community organisers. I remember him going around an estate during the election. Not a hide nor hair of them has been seen since, because what would they do? They would be busy organising against the government, I guess?


We can study the decline of political engagement through the “What do we do about it?” Quite often with social studies, it leaves you more depressed than ever because there isn’t necessarily an answer produced. 

Laurie Taylor:
I remember that research. What was interesting about it, I think as I remember it, was the ways in which a neighbourhood was regarded as a tough, rough, difficult neighbourhood had really degenerated even further under what was going on now. 

I’ve just read a new book which has come out on Richard Hoggart. I’m going way, way back to the late 1950s. The Uses of Literacy. Of course, what Hoggart did in that book was to write brilliantly and chronicle what was the strengths of the working class; the solidarity of those working class neighbourhoods. It also talked about their disintegration. 

This is interesting what you’re talking about here because you may have neighbourhoods which, previously, were working class neighbourhoods, which were not regarded, if you like, by many people as places they’d want to live or they’d want to be, but nevertheless, had very strong bonds of solidarity in all sorts of ways the various political institutions and social institutions and cultural institutions.

What I found interesting about your research, if I can remember it correctly, was the ways in which, under the new benefit cuts, these signs of solidarity were breaking down and you were being thrown back in part to an aggressive individualism in which people began to regard each other not as many members of the same community, but as members, aliens or threats. 

That was fascinating, and those pictures of what actually happens within a community, rather like I was talking before exactly about families… When families are asked to bear the brunt of cuts in benefits, we want to enquire, “What is actually going on within those boundaries as a result of those that they now have to, in fact, extend extra care and find extra provisions in order to be able to manage?”

Polly Toynbee:
I think anyone stepping back now would be quite astonished and think, “How do they do it? With what brilliance did this government manage to seize this moment?” You would have thought the Crash and capitalism taught us this is the moment people turn around and say, “We can’t go on living like this. We have to have a better capitalist system than this one.”


Instead of which, how is that the right has seized the moment in this country to turn the poor against the poorest, to turn the middle against the bottom and to deflect attention from the top to such a degree…? Alright, we all hate bankers, wherever you are. If you’re a Conservative, people will hiss and boo and you can get a quick laugh out of talking about bankers, but actually, it hasn’t really got through, the extent to which money is being sucked up from the bottom to the top. Money in income, in wealth, in property, in ownership and in power. 


I don’t think we have an explanation as to what’s going on, why it’s gone that way and how it’s happened that way, when everything might have made you feel after 2008 it would go in the opposite direction. I don’t see anyone come up with something that looks like a study of the…

Laurie Taylor:
No, as you say, you would have thought almost that in terms of policy, if you like, the notion that I would be sitting here on this particular day five days ago having received a wage increase, having been given more money, having been given a 5% reduction in the amount of tax I pay on my higher income… The absurdity of that, the validity of that notion, when at the same time, we’re reading about the benefit cuts of those people who have too many rooms in their homes, which you write about.


Anyway, we have five minutes. So, I don’t know where the microphone has gone. Okay. There is somebody here who wants to…

Phoebe Blair:
Hello. My name is Phoebe Blair and I’m at the University of the West of England. I’d just like to say that I’ve done some research that does explain the anti-welfare populism. I’ll talk to you about it later if you want? About how the government has exploited the politics of resentment really to reinforce its divisions amongst the very poor, the undeserving and the undeserving poor, and how the agenda of fairness has played into that. 


So, there is work being done. 

Polly Toynbee:
How did they do it? Why did it work at a time when we might have hoped that people would turn against the up and not the down?

Phoebe Blair:
Can I talk to you about that later? (Laughter)

Polly Toynbee:
It’s chapter 2, is it?

Laurie Taylor:
We have a new research project. Yes.


Has the microphone gone somewhere? I think the people with the microphone are working out some sort of rota.


Yes?

Female 1:
I’m __ [1:18:50] at the University of Bath. 


I’m the guest editor for the next special issue of Sociology on Sociology and the Global Economic Crisis. I want to say that one of the reasons why we brought this proposal with other colleagues, and we’re really pleased that it was selected, is because we took on board the accusations coming from the media that sociologists were not out there saying what we had to do and had left economists to do their job somehow badly.


So, we’re hoping to get a lot of people participating and trying to explain not only the experience of the crisis, in this country and others, but also how much this is affecting social sciences but how it can inspire sociological imagination. 


I’m a political sociologist and I pretty much try to do research on how people engage with political action. I’m thinking of the issues that my colleague just mentioned.


My question, comment or reflection is:


Are we looking at the right place when we’re talking about politics? My impression is that there is a big gap between the realities of institutional political parties these days and so on and what people feel is happening in their lives, how they get together, how they try to change this and how to anticipate their future in the present. 

Some people are already engaged in new realities that we don’t have an idea. They are already doing things in their own way that are not really reflected in the policies or the politics. So, I wonder whether we should reflect on why we are not understanding what happens? But I don’t believe that there is political disengagement. If we think that there is political disengagement, it’s because we are looking at perhaps institutional politics. I’m quite hopeful that there are a lot of things going on. 


It’s true, for reasons that we cannot explain in two minutes, obviously, there is a circumstance in which people are not coming to the streets as happens in Portugal, Spain or Greece because they are living different experiences of the crisis, but definitely, I think there are a lot of things happening, research and experience…


One of the things that I think is very important is that once upon time, sociologists were dangerous. I come from the south. Many researchers were killed. In the south, in Latin America, for example, sociologists are on the front line, designing policies and politics and they’re quite advanced. For example, the Vice President of Bolivia is a sociologist, the President of Ecuador is an economist who studied ___ [1:21:37]. 


So, coming back to the question of political engagement, maybe we need to come back the idea of the activist scholar again? But, seriously. Not only talking about what people are doing or trying to get out there, but really engage in a way that there would be no distinction between the research you produce and the ideas that are produced there. 

I think people are inventing the world and we are not really understanding it. Thank you. (Applause)

Laurie Taylor:
We’ve just got a couple of minutes left. So, I’m just going to perhaps take in a couple of other points. Then, perhaps we’ll deal with all of them together. So, thank you very much for that. 


Just a couple more questions.

Aileen:
Hi. Aileen ___ [1:22:23]. I’m from University College Dublin.


Just following on from the ethnographic work that the other researchers described, I’ve done that work for many years and funded usually by either charities or the government, and written endless reports, which have the same findings and the same suggestions. They were never acted on. So, lately, my work has turned back to what the last speaker was talking about: the more activist style of work. I’m supposed to end on an optimistic note because a lot of it has been a bit depressing in the last few days.


To go back to, again, Latin America and the old pedagogy of the oppressed. The ___ [1:22:58] talked about community education so that his scholars would not just run out to research communities and look at them, but they would engage with them in our research and in our findings. The real change will come when we make tangible, but for the people who experience oppression, that we make tangible by their experience in that oppression and linking them to the policy decisions that have been made by the various governments. 

I think, as sociologists, that’s an arena that we’ve forgotten about. It was very active in the 1960s and 1970s, but maybe it’s a place to go back to: the real change, small though it may be. It’s something very positive that we can do. (Applause)

Laurie Taylor:
Thank you very much.


Now, we’ve time to take just one more. She’s been urgently trying to get in.

Anne Brooks:
Thank you. Anne Brooks, the National University of Singapore. 


Just one point to add into the idea of the activist scholar, which doesn’t seem to have been discussed here and which I will be writing about in the next Network for the BSA. 


I’ve been at the University of California, Berkeley, for the last two years, and I think there’s been an absence in terms of the notion of the public intellectual. I mean, in a sense, there seems to be an anti-intellectualism within the British media which does not seem to exist to the same extent in the US, where there’s a much greater exchange of ideas and personnel within the academy and within the media. 


I can’t go into all the examples here, but I will be writing about it as an article in Network. I think in addition to the scholar activist, I think we should also be thinking of people like Polly, who is in fact a public intellectual in terms of translating policy and intellectual ideas into ways in which they are accessible to the public. There’s no reason why one can’t be a professor at a university and still be a public intellectual. Saskia Sassen is certainly one in the States. They’re rather rife. There’s a whole range of intellectuals in the States who are actually very active in terms of public discourse.


I’d be interested in your comments on that. Thank you.

Laurie Taylor:
I’ll just deal with that last one.


I can remember Stefan Collini, who wrote one book about the history of British… He always said that, “Actually, whichever country you go to, they always attribute the existence of public intellectuals to another country.” So, we typically say, “If only we were like France,” when 1 million people were present at Sartre’s funeral. 


I’m not sure about this public intellectual idea really. There are good areas in the press and on television and on radio for discussion. What I’m particularly interested in is the size of public meetings now. You announce a public meeting… I mean, I did one a few weeks ago. You could come along to a public meeting addressed by me. I was expecting 20 and about 300 people turned up.


I think the idea of public debate is reasserting itself in a whole variety of ways. I’m not going to go into some romantic spiel about suddenly the citizenry are waking up and deciding they must take matters into their own hands, but I do think that in journals, in newspapers, on television and on radio, there are signs that a bigger public debate is growing. 

I’m not certain that I necessarily want these public intellectuals because sometimes, they can be just a little bit too influential. They can be mavericks and they can have an undue influence which actually exceeds the amount of evidence they have at the basis of their opinions. 


So, I’m a little bit wary about the idea of things would be better if that came along, but I’m energised by the way in which people are now ready to listen, I think, to arguments and to intelligent arguments again. It may not be the revival of a new form of spiritedness, a new form of civic consciousness, but it begins to look a little bit like people are tired of their privatised, individualised, atomised lives, and perhaps the marketisation of the world forced upon them, and are collectively coming together to resist it. 


There’s an apocalyptic statement for ending the session. 

Polly Toynbee:
Well, I think we’ve always been an anti-intellectual society really. I don’t think there was a golden age when people all sat at the feet of great intellectuals. I think we’ve always been pretty Philistine, certainly compared with the French, in terms of the public respect even to thinkers.


But some break through it, and I do think, as Laurie says, there is a great deal of discussion that goes on, particularly on Radio 4, but there are people out there making very interesting programmes and writing very interesting articles about things. 


I think the activism question is a really, really important one. I love the idea of the ‘scholar activist’. I hadn’t heard that phrase before, and I love it a lot. You are the first rites and you will go out there and organise and make it happen, wherever you are with your students, wherever you are in your communities. That’s terrific. 


I mean, I’ve been fascinated by UK Uncut and I’ve been very involved with them right from the beginning. A tiny bit of people just sitting in a pub said, “Why should we put up with this? Why should we put up with these disgraceful companies that are not paying their taxes and all the cuts that are happening as a result of people not paying their taxes?”


A simple idea. Anyone could grasp it. They just went and sat in a Topshop and said, “Philip Green, pay your taxes.” They sat in Boots and said, “Pay your taxes.” In Vodafone and in Barclays Bank. A small group of people became incredibly successful, so that the political parties had to sit up and take notice. Actually, even this government. Labour took it up. Now, even this government is taking at least more action than it did before about big corporations not paying their taxes.


Researchers like the Tax Justice Network or Richard Murphy have been producing the facts for years, but facts on their own didn’t take off until suddenly a small group of people appeared on the television. Witty, clever, non-threatening, making a very precise point with good facts that were absolutely right about these companies, the Starbucks and the rest of them, not paying tax. 


I think it should give huge heart to anybody who ever wants to get anything off the ground or any students who want to get anything off the ground: that if you can do the right thing in the right way, it doesn’t need mass ranks and it can work. I think that’s a very neat study somebody should do too on UK Uncut.


‘Occupy’ has disappeared a bit, but it had a great effect at the time. I really think it did. 


I think a lot of these things have much more impact than people ever quite realise. What you say about public meetings is true: there has been a great revival of public meetings. They wouldn’t necessarily want to come and hear politicians talking, but they do want to gather together and when they do, they’re all saying, “What can we do? What can we do?”


Go out there and find us some answers, please. Thank you. 

Laurie Taylor:
Thank you for your attendance. (Applause)


I’ll just add that it was great to have Polly Toynbee with us and thank you all…


Don’t forget by the way, don’t send in lengthy pieces of ethnography until you tell them that. Thank you so much. 

END AUDIO
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