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In your works, you stress the importance of recent transformations in the welfare states. You 

interpret them as processes of privatization and reshaping of the welfare state in accordance 

with market priorities (Anti-oppressive Social Work: Theory and Practice, p. 3).  

As you may know, in Italy, many scholars describe changes in our welfare system as a process 

of “commercialization” or “marketization”, but they rule out we are experiencing forms of 

privatization. Nonetheless, in our country, user fees have been introduced or increased in 

health, education and social services. Meanwhile, criteria of entitlement are being tightened 

considerably. The role of private sector is increasing both in planning social policies and in 

providing services. 

Which criteria must a welfare system meet in order to be defined as “privatised”? Do you 

think we can speak of a privatised welfare in Italy too? 
 

I think so. I think many people are arguing semantics by saying there's a difference between 

privatisation, marketisation and commercialisation. To me what all those words have in common is 

that they are based on the idea that the market is where you should go to get the services you need; 

they convey the idea that the welfare system is not based on the basis of what you need but on the 

basis of what you can pay for, and therefore that you can make a profit out of meeting people's 

basic, fundamental needs that are rooted in human rights. So, these welfare systems are all private, 

because they are about making money for some few people. At the same time I think another 

criterion you could add to define a welfare system as privatised is the exclusion of a whole category 

of peoples from the market place, because poor working class of indigenous Italian origins and 

immigrants, asylum seekers or refugees will not be able to enter the market place. You will have 

built a form of exclusion, as the market has to have exclusion, in order to make profits for the few, 

so it privileges some people who can afford to buy things and it disadvantages those who cannot. 

That’s why, to me, those distinctions are just games of words! 

 

In Italy, most sociologists reckon that non profit organizations, which are the main part of the 

private welfare sector, have been able to rescue Italian welfare from its crisis. Indeed, even 

though there are not reliable data about it, we are used to think that non profit providers 

have created many new social services of higher quality while holding down State 

expenditure. Since these organizations can't share profits, we normally think that their 

increasing role can't be part of a privatization. It is said that NPOs have been able to 

empower service users and to involve citizens in a public debate about social policies. Our 
legislation have promoted the spread of NPOs, granting them a special fiscal regime and a 

different regulation of labour; some Regions have expressly addressed most of their funds to 

the NP sector rather than to the public one (70% of funds, commonality with Community 

Care Act 1990). 

What's your opinion about their role? 
 

I think there's a game being played here. The state likes to create the myth that non profits aren't 

making any profits. That's the whole basis of the arguments. But first of all it’s to be said that the 



non profit organizations that are linked to the welfare state are supplanting the role of the state. 

They are doing what the state should be doing. And they do get income, they have lots of incomes, 

but they can then take everything out of the balance sheet, so that they show no profit. They can 

also reinvest money to further reduce what would be a profit. They’re charging their costs to the 

state, they're getting huge subsidies from the state, they're getting tax-exemptions to not pay taxes 

and they are taking that all out of what would have been a profit. So I prefer to think of it as a 

bookkeeping illusion: I can do bookkeeping that shows that I’m making a profit, or I can do 

bookkeeping that shows I’m making great loss. So I think it's an illusion and very few non profit 

organizations strictly speaking do not make a profit, but they can massage the figures and call it 

something else: they would call it “reinvestment in the organization”, they would call it “putting 

money into new services”, and so on. To me, that is living in fantasy land! Sorry, I'm not very 

sympathetic to it! 

Moreover they're saying that the non profit is innovating, but if you have lots of discretion you can 

be innovator in the state sector. I've always worked in the State sector and I have always been 

innovating; my intervention in Gilesgate [a quarter in Durham] is a good example of great 

innovation. Where am I working? In the public university sector! And I'm not making a profit, but 

that's a real non profit, because the State is providing no money for this work that I am doing and 

not is anybody else. It's being done by me and the community. 

 

You explain privatization is due to the fact that the welfare state has become a source of 

capital accumulation for private entrepreneurs. You also stress that some of the new welfare 

principles (e.g. activation, workfare...) turn away the welfare state from its original aims, such 

as the restriction of inequalities, the distribution of social risk and the redistribution of 

wealth. Many authors believe today the mission of the welfare state is to create a propitious 

environment for investments; John Myles, for example, argues that workfare contributes to 

increase the number of low-paid jobs.  

In your opinion, do current changes in social policies meet two different orders of goals? Can 

we say that, on the one hand, they create a new field for profits, and on the other, they serve 

as tighter social constraints oriented to create citizens who fit new market's needs? Which 

reforms pursue this second order of goals? 

 

To take the first part of the question, I do think that the welfare state is being dismantled to make 

opportunities for a few people to make a profit. It is definitely about a source of capital 

accumulation, very necessary in conditions where neoliberalism has brought the financial sector to a 

crisis because it was unable to keep continually making money when there was nothing there to 

base the money on. It was another illusion. To me, it is absolutely clear that they used a lot of 

bookkeeping strategies which were really about pulling the wool over people's eyes: both 

governments, who weren't aware of what was really going on, but also a lot of intellectuals who 

jumped on the bandwagon and said “oh yeah, this is a great way to go”. So you had the apologies 

for the regime and people like me, who've been criticizing neoliberalism since the early 1990s, were 

attacked verbally and physically: some people wrecked my car and things like that. But I wasn't 

going to be intimidated by these kinds of attacks on my intellectual integrity. I was going to speak 

the truth because I was doing research! And people kept saying “where is your research? Oh, well, 

that's just anecdotal” It’s this: it’s that that I actually rooted on people's everyday life reality, so 

that's why I got lot of support from community groups, even when it came to resisting the 

privatization of probation. That's where things really got tough because we had Michael Howard, 

who was the Home Secretary at the time and he thought the only thing that was important was 

shutting everybody in prison and throwing away the key. We were saying “actually, these people 

are thought to have to come out, so you need to work with them”, and he didn't like that. That's why 

he took probation away from social work, because we were too political and he didn’t like it. 

 



So we can say that the whole system is changing in order to reinforce capital accumulation. 

Do you think that, at the same time, single services are somehow creating citizens who fit new 

market's needs? 
 

So, your question is: “are we creating the new work force for the future?” I would say yes we are. 

What is happening with the restructuring of the welfare state is a proletarianisation of social work. 

And that’s happening to social workers as well as to ordinary workers, we can call it a 

proletarianisation of professional labour. But we also have the reduction in workers' rights. 

Outsourcing is about taking sectors outside of the welfare state, and carrying them towards the 

private, and it could be the voluntary sector, the non profit or the commercial for profit sector, so 

the one that expressly say “we're here to make a profit”. All these sectors are interested in reducing 

the amount of money that the welfare state put in workers' pockets, in the form of wages, pensions, 

job security, and also in form of opportunities for women, which most people forget. The biggest 

employers for women in the UK (and I imagine it’s the same in Italy) is the welfare sector and the 

welfare state. There is a very interesting book written by Gilder in the US in 1980, which talks 

about the State cuckolding men. Gilder was arguing that the State, by giving women benefits in 

their own right were screwing men, because he was acting like the other partner of women. He was 

talking from a patriarchal monetarist position. He was saying that the man should be the head of the 

family so therefore he should provide for his family, not the State, otherwise a woman doesn’t need 

a man. This was part of a debate of the Eighties, when some rules about the role of the man were 

changed in the US and also in Britain: it was ’86 in Britain before women could apply for benefits 

in their own right since they live with a man; before the man had to apply, and it was the same thing 

in the States. Gilder wrote that complaining because he didn’t think that was right. There is a gender 

dimension to this discourse. The general aim is to create low-paid workers who do not feel they are 

entitled to security, to pensions, to a future, basically. It’s just “what can you get for today: can you 

pay today’s bill? Good. But you can’t pay tomorrow’s bill? Tough luck!” (Bill Jordan wrote a book 

called “Tough Love”, where he said the same thing in a different way). I think there is a 

restructuring of the capital accumulation process going on. Zygmunt Bauman - who was the 

sociology professor in Leeds when I did my social qualification – said that actually we now got a 

new stage in the capital accumulation process where the State is no longer interested in a reserve-

army of labour (i.e. a whole bunch of surplus workers); what is interested in is where housing 

people. So if the state is only warehousing people and it doesn’t have to worry about providing jobs 

for them, nor pensions, it can just tell people that they have to provide for themselves and become 

all small entrepreneurs. That’s exactly what they’re encouraging women and men to do in the Uk 

now. You can provide your own job and then you might get some subsides from the State in the 

form of partial tax-exemption. That idea is about restructuring the labour market. 

You see, especially in the Seventies, in England, we professionals and service users thought we 

could continue struggling and everything would improve: there was a notion of progress. Now they 

had to do away with the notion of entitlement: we are no longer entitled to services, we have to beg 

for them. Like I’ve been saying in my latest writings, we’re going  back to philanthropy, to the 

notion of charity. Why is voluntarism integrated with the big society and not with the great society 

in the Uk? It’s because we’re going back to philanthropy. And more important, there is a new 

development called corporate philanthropy, which we are seeing when the “Bill Gates” have these 

huge foundations. What is it? It’s a tax ploy. They don’t want to pay taxes and they can make 

themselves feel great by saying “oh, I’m providing Aids medicines for people in Africa!”, or “I will 

do something for Tuberculosis”. I’ve met them so I know what I’m talking about. And I ask to 

myself: what gives these people the right to tell me or anybody else what our priority should be? 

Ok, it might be Aids, it might be Tb, but it might be something else! And it varies from country to 

country, from group to group, so who these “philanthropists” are to decide what people need just 

because they got money? And what about the fact that the only reason why they got money is that 

they pay people next to nothing for years, especially in Africa! Now they’re going to make 



themselves feel better and massage their guilt, instead of admitting that what the people they 

pretend to help actually need are real jobs that pay them real money, that give them job-security, 

that give them rights, that give them a sense of entitlement. 

And what I want to do is going back to those universal principles: entitlement, pooling risks, 

solidarity. That’s what we should be arguing for. And I think that Europe was the one place that for 

a long time had resisted the idea that capitalists can just have free reign. But now, thanks to people 

like Sarkozy, Blair in the Uk, now Cameron, and also Angela Merkel, we’re finding that the welfare 

state in Europe is no longer safe unless we fight for it. For this reason I argue we should be forming 

alliances with each other, because the biggest problem, as I see, is not that the right wing and the 

capitalists got their act together, is that we on the left did not. We have struggles to do. In England, 

since the Seventies, proliferate any kind of progressive movements, feminists, anti-racists, class-

based, and we still haven’t come up with an alternative model that really grabs people’s attention 

and their hearts. And until we do that, the right wins because it creates very simple models. I think 

maybe sometimes we look for too complicate models of explanations and people can’t understand 

that, they don’t want to, because life is too short, they want simple sound-bites, especially the young 

generation. They’re saying that the young people’s attention span is like thirty seconds, if you’re 

lucky, and that is because now we got all this new technology and everything’s happening like this 

[she snaps her fingers]. We need to come up with an alternative vision of society that we can 

encapsulate in a sound-bite that will really grab people’s attention and we have to start from the 

bottom up because we haven’t got any control, we have no voice up in the decision-making tables; 

and especially not social work. Social work, when I was a radical, did, but you know, once social 

work in the Uk had the voice of people like Eileen Younghusband, and she had the voice of the 

government, she was a professor at the London School of Economics and she was part of the 

aristocracy. Now most people who are professors of social work like me, they come from the 

working class. Now we’re in the middle class but we started up in the working class, so we don’t 

have those automatic connections and nobody wants to listen to us, because we’re criticizing what 

they’re doing, therefore there is no voice for the social worker. We have got to start working from 

the grassroots. So it’s really important to do things like what I’m doing in Gilesgate because that’s 

how we show that social work is relevant to people and impacts on their lives because it gives them 

better lives; and that’s the way we can be successful because they’re interacting with us. And, you 

know, as an individual you can only do so much but as a profession there are many many of us, 

millions of us throughout the world: registered, unregistered, called social workers, called 

community development workers, personal advisers, all sort of things… so we actually could have a 

huge movement if we organize each other but we have to have the language to do that, because 

we’re all fragmented, and we have to have the vision. The vision have to go back to some of these 

old ideas. I don't think that the old ideas that the left had are wrong, but nobody's interested in them, 

because they sound old-fashioned, and that's why we have to rename them. They have to be things 

that actually grab people. 

 

In Italy, as in the rest of Europe, the government wants to pull down public expenditure also 

by involving the private profit sector in providing social services. The academy and the 

professional association of social workers seem to believe that the social sector has the moral 

responsibility to contain public expenditure (even if it usually means increasing out-of-pocket 

payments). The fact that the State has money and it just has to spend it differently never 

emerges. It's always a technical matter, never a political choice. Is that the same in Britain? 

 

Yes, it is. But if you expect a professional association to be pro a change-agenda you’re barking up 

the wrong tree. The unions should be more helpful, but even them, as Gramsci said, are more likely 

to be on the side of the establishment than the workers. But you can work with them and change 

things. We have to build alliances. 



And in relation to the private sector: in Gilesgate I do work with the private sector, but on my 

terms! In a community term. And that's the difference! I'm holding them accountable. So far the 

State doesn't hold them accountable nobody does, so they just do what they like. I just said to the 

private entrepreneurs that they could be involved, but I was going to hold them accountable to the 

community. And they accepted. But I have to make sure that they act accordingly, because the 

minute my back is turned, they're back doing the wrong thing. But I'm there, I'm coming like a shot, 

you know, I have a lot of experience so now I can see beyond the surface – it's a social work skill to 

look beyond the surface – so the minute that I see anything that I don’t like being there I say “hold 

on a minute: have you consulted the community? What did the community say?”, and if they didn’t 

consulted the community I say “I'm sorry, but you can't do that, until you get their permission”. So I 

think that we can work with private services and with private entrepreneurs; and I think that we 

have to, because they are taking a lot of our resources and as far as I'm concerned – and I made this 

kind of talks in the US as well – they have the responsibility to plough back in society the 

contribution that society has made to them. They wouldn't exist without society and therefore they 

have a responsibility. But usually they only talk about responsibility when it comes to what the 

workers responsibilities are, but I'm saying that they have responsibilities. They've got a lot of 

rights! But they never talk about their responsibilities nor about their rights. Only make a talk about 

both: that's how I hold them accountable. 

That's because we do have an alternative vision. Even though it’s rooted in a kind of old leftist and 

humanitarian ideals. 

 

In your works, you explain how global political and economical strategies are set by an 

“unaccountable élite” and that citizens find it hard to affect them. You also often criticize the 

way social workers operate. Nonetheless, you seem to believe that an alliance between social 

workers, real or potential social services users and other subjects is not only necessary but 

also potentially able to make a change. In your opinion, which are the conditions that would 

make this alliance possible and effective? 

 

Well, I don't think there is one answer to that question, I think it has to be contextualized and you 

have to figure it out for every situation. I had to do that for Gilesgate, I had to do that for all the 

different interventions I have done over the years; but it seems to me where Gilesgate it's different 

from my earlier interventions is that I did bring in the private sector, while in the previous 

interventions I had always refused to work with it. The answer to your question has to be rooted in 

an analysis of the society and of the situation and basically in Gilesgate I did an analysis: we were 

already cutting back on the welfare state and actually it never really recovered from Thatcher in the 

Uk, so I knew that if I didn't find other ways of bringing resources into the community, poor people 

weren’t going to buy the new technology and the new energy. Solar panels, wind turbine... all these 

things are really expensive. So I had to figure out how I could bring the private sector in. I'm not 

naïf: I know they want to make profits, but how could they make profits without destroying the 

community in the process? Or the environment? That was where the challenge was for me. The 

community that I was working with didn't know anything about the new energies, they knew 

vaguely that there were solar panels and so on, but they thought such things had nothing to do with 

them. So we had to figure out how we could bring this into the community and we had to work with 

other people, who had information that we didn't, to make this possible. So talking with the 

scientists, the physical scientists, I found out that actually they were on the leading edge of 



development and they were getting lots of money from companies to do things but they had no 

place to do these things in; so I could provide them a place to do things in, once they talked to the 

people and got their agreement; so we had all these exhibitions, “energy exhibitions” we called 

them, and we provided them with lunch, because with so poor people even getting lunch is hard. So 

we would rent up the community hall and get more community workers and students involved. 

Then we had these exhibitions with all the different things and showed people whether their houses 

were energy efficient and people volunteered: “I want you to do this in my house”. So we did 

energy audit of each house and we could say “ok, look at the colour of your house, see where the 

red light is by your window: that means you’re losing all your heat out of that; see where there’s no 

colour: that’s where you’re not losing”. We then knew that the State was providing funds for 

insulations of various kinds and all sorts of things. We had that information because we were in the 

university: it’s our job to know. And I brought in the private sector from the very beginning, and the 

politicians too. We had a local MP [member of parliament] involved from the very word “go”; I 

usually don’t have time for politicians but I do for this one: she’s a former academic of social 

policy, she’s very good and actually does come out from the community. I drag her out from 

everything: she comes and does things and speaks for people. But she couldn’t just say “oh yes we 

can have some money from the State” because that wasn’t there, but she could tell us if there were 

other opportunities... and actually she knew that there were a new policy coming out, where the 

feed-in-tariff was coming in. The feed-in-tariff means that if a private industry work in partnership 

with communities, which is what we were doing, they can install solar panels and wind turbines in 

people’s homes, and instead of charging people for it, they will get so much money, like 45 pence 

per unit of energy that was produced, which have to be green energy.  Then they have to give some 

to the community and some will go back to the company, so we worked out of this 45 pence that it 

would cost something like 20 to produce the materials, and that would go to the company as a right 

off because they have to be paid for that, and then they needed profits, so 20 pence more went to 

them, and 5 pence for every unit went to the community. They could then decide whether this 

money went to the individual or to the community as a whole: they decided in the first instance, 

since wasn’t the community as a whole involved but only some individuals. My role was trying to 

look to everything and do the holistic, putting the pieces together, and I was saying “well, that’s 

fine, but you still have to earn the money to be able to pay for this in future”. At the same time the 

community got more conscious of its own problems and most members of the community began to 

recognize: “ok, now we can spend less for heating our homes but what we need the most is a decent 

job!”. That was where the idea having this companies developing workshops in the area came up. I 

said: “well, let’s look at how you can create job opportunities here, and I don’t mean jobs which 

you’re here for six months and then gone and people are unemployed again. I want real jobs that 

continue into the future!”. So I got the private entrepreneurs very excited because they said “well, if 

we can get a workshop here she has to find the cheap one for us”. Then they could run the risk of 

setting it up, they would pay for the workers and the crèche and everything else to make basic 

things. But because the community wanted them to be green jobs – because we had massive 

pollution contaminating ground – we decided we would come to use this huge technology to do 

that. I could ask the physical scientists’ advice, so the university became a resource to give people 

answers to the questions that they had. And so we decided that this workshop idea would run. That 

was an example of how I adapted my theoretical-analytical skill to the specific situation which 

came from the grassroots. They didn’t have the knowledge that I had, but I did and I could link their 

knowledge with the university, with the politicians, with the private entrepreneurs, to make sure 



everybody was happy and getting what they wanted out of it. This could be a model for everybody 

else to follow, even though it still hasn’t been completed. We are monitoring, we are keeping all the 

data, we have a PhD student who is doing all the energy audits to the houses, then there will be 

another PhD student that will be looking at how much energy we spare each time we make an 

intervention, how many jobs will be created and all that. So eventually we will have some very hard 

data and the university is saying that if it’s going to work in that community, the university itself 

can get that community to build things for it, because it has to reduce its energy consumption as a 

university by 25% each year, to meet the government’s target. So the university is now going to 

become a customer of this community that it’s set up, which I find hilarious... 

So, that’s what synergy means: trying to look for connections, which is what social workers do, 

they’re very good in making connections between things at the ideas level, at the practical level, at 

the ideological level. And because I lost my fear, I realized that private enterprise is here to stay and 

it’s better to find out how to subvert it! Because if we don’t do that, they will just keep on doing 

what they’ve done for a 500 years in the Uk, and it’s not really enough. 

I hope I answered to your question.  

 

What’s the role university plays in training social workers who are able to make the 

connections you talked about? 

 

I think education is absolutely crucial for that. What we’re doing in Duhram is very exciting for me, 

it’s the first time I’ve done it, so it’s still fairly new. We’re trying to say that actually we as social 

workers know how to work with communities and scientists know a lot of information about the 

world around us, that they don’t have communicated to ordinary people. We are now training 

physical scientists to have to engage with communities. We’re doing that through joined training.  

We’re getting them social work courses on community intervention. We’re giving them a university 

staff too who wants to be a volunteer in the community. I’m also saying to our students “you need 

to learn about the physical sciences too” and they all say: “no, no, Lena, we’re not going to have to 

do more, we’re already doing too much, we haven’t got time”. And I’m saying “look, if you don’t 

know these things you actually will not be good practitioners”. But we need to find them and that’s 

why I try to develop models that are holistic and can apply across many different situations, and that 

link together the personal level, the institutional one and the cultural too. I’ve worked out an holistic 

chart that you can apply on any particular thing. I’m trying to give my students the tools that will 

allow them to say “ok, I don’t need to learn everything that there is to know about everything. What 

I need to learn is how to bring resources together, make connections between people”. So, I don’t 

know everything there is to know about renewable energy, but I know where to go to get my 

information and I know how to bring them into the community and to tell the scientists beforehand 

how to speak so that ordinary people can understand and follow what they say. I’m saying social 

workers can act as translators for these things. We don’t have to learn everything… I did so, but I 

was crazy: I did physical sciences, social sciences, English, economics, anything… but I don’t 

expect anybody else to do that. But if we can’t do it ourselves as individuals, which is an unrealistic 

and unfair expectation, we can form these alliances, with people who do know things we don’t. My 

experience has been that there are enough people who want to do things differently, in all walks of 

life: they’re the one to link up with to form your alliances and eventually you will change people. 

When I started up, feminist social worker, antiracist social worker, I was a community of one! And 

I’ve got attacked for all those strange crazy ideas! But I just kept on and suddenly now it’s 



mainstream! People don’t even think about it. Now everyone is feminist and antiracist, but twenty 

years ago, that was… me! But eventually other people reflect and start looking at their practice and 

discuss. I’ve always worked from the grassroots up to change the theory. I didn’t invent the theories 

in my head and then said “go and do them”. I’ve worked from the grassroots, since I started social 

work as a community worker. I’m still a community worker and I always wanted to be based in the 

community to respond to real problems people face. 

 

Well, that’s one of our problems. Many people think social work is not a worthy profession. 

 

But you’re writing off the majority of humanity! We know that at least 50% of people, and in most 

place is more than that, are poor, and excluded. They’re the ones we work with. So I think social 

work is a noble profession. I’m very proud to say I’m a social worker, even though I say I’m a 

community social worker, but that’s because I have very specialist skills, which are based in the 

community. 

 

What’s the relationship between community work and this alliance you talked about on the 

one hand and class interests, class consciousness and the loss of it on the other hand? Is there 

any relationship? Is it a problem or not? 

 

I can speak about the Uk but I know that Italy is a bit different because your working class 

movement and your Union movement is stronger than ours. That’s more like ours in the Seventies, 

but Thatcher changed all the laws. You can’t have secondary strikes and you can’t have sympathy 

strikes or anything like that; you have to have a period of cooling off and this Government is going 

to make it even tighter. So, I think that in the Uk “class consciousness” as such is not a term that is 

used anymore. It was never very popular, even in the Seventies it was seen as marxist and didn’t 

really talked about issues as most people saw it. So most people today would talk of “social 

exclusion” rather than “class consciousness” but they do feel the social exclusion and the alienation; 

and young people in particular would talk about being excluded from society, being alienated from 

society, not having a place in society. People talk about belonging, about being outsiders and that’s 

much more relevant to them. But as far as I’m concerned those are just different words for talking 

about class and race and gender and disability, sexual orientation, all those things. It doesn’t matter 

to me that people use the term “social exclusion”, which is why in my presentations I usually don’t 

talk about sexism and racism and of any other “ism” but about oppression, because it is the general 

category that people will relate to. Some people don’t even talk about oppression: most social 

workers would talk about discrimination. I don’t, because I think oppression is big and 

discrimination is a small part of that, which is about equal opportunities in access, that is important 

but not enough. I talk about oppression but most social workers would just talk about 

discrimination. We’re structured by the society we’re in, we’re configured by the society that we’re 

in. So therefore structure includes everything but then we have to separate them out to make sense 

to the different parts: there’s the individual, there’s the institutional and the big society which is 

cultural. So yes, it’s important but not enough and people don’t use that term in the Uk anymore. 

 

 

Venice, May 13 2011 


