What theory-practice divide?

Though very late in this debate, I do need to own up: it was me who dared to use the word ‘hegemony’ at the Newcastle ‘In Defence of Youth Work’ meeting in June. It crept in during my presentation as part of a quote I was using to support the argument that ‘market’ thinking had become so dominant under New Labour that it had been applied largely uncritically to fields of activity – especially education and welfare – where it simply did not belong. 

As part of my effort to make what I say and write as accessible as possible to as wide an audience as possible, I would not normally choose to use the word – it just isn’t part of my everyday language nor, it seems to me, is it part of youth work’s. However, my regret is not that I didn’t censor the quote. It is that I didn’t throw in a quick definition – just to make sure that the way I was communicating didn’t block reception of what I was trying to say.

Having said that, I’m delighted that that this glitch has helped spark a debate about the relationship between ‘academics’ and ‘practitioners’, ‘theory’ and ‘practice’, ‘intellectual (thinking) labour’ and ‘action (doing) labour’. As Jean said in her talk, the tensions here are very long-standing – and have an ugly head. They risk setting up unreal, contrived, divisions amongst people who need to be allies, in the process giving succour (and ammunition) to powerful interests now so dismissive of youth work. They also block out the most important questions we need to debate which are for me, as Jean says: what must we defend and why – and what could we let go?

In my own struggles with the ‘theory-practice’ questions I start from a story: of a youth worker who, a professional child of the early sixties, was practising throughout that swinging decade and during most of the 1970s. He’d been brought up on a then still-emerging version of professionalism which, in its preoccupation with values, ethics and goals, implicitly said: ‘As long as you’ve got these right, as long as you mean well and can spell out your purpose and vision, then all will be well’. Implicit in this position, too, was the message: ‘And because your intentions are so good – young people-focused, about their ‘needs’ - you don’t need to explain yourself, what you do, how you do it or, most tellingly, how well you are doing in actually achieving those aims’. In effect, the assumption was: results – dare I say it, outcomes - will take care of themselves, making accountability, even to young people and their communities, at best an intuitive thing – assuming he ever thought about it at all.

And then along came one Margaret Thatcher who, in dismissing ‘the permissive society’ as ‘no society at all’, mounted an all-out assault on the ‘woolly liberals’ (amongst whom she certainly included youth workers) who continued to adhere to what she saw as that society’s destructive values. More positively from her point of view, in the course of one general election campaign (1983) she for example succeeded in converting ‘Victorian values’ from a term of derision, even sometimes abuse, to a winning formula. Laying very firm foundations for the New Labour target-driven regimes we have now, one key way of implementing these ideas for Thatcher and her New Right allies was to do away with all that nonsense about ‘professional discretion’ and insist on increasingly hard-line forms of technical accountability. 

Slowly, painstakingly welfare professionals did respond. However, at least in youth work, the intellectual work needed for countering this huge ideological onslaught turned out to be too little too late. Indeed, even while the accountability battle was being lost, the youth worker in our tale, like many (?most) of his colleagues, found himself running hard even to keep up in his understanding of the context (using Jean’s meaning) of what was happening. The task of explaining and justifying what he did, and why, in terms which were both true to the practice and could connect with key audiences was thus quickly bypassed by events. Though not the whole story by any means, youth work’s intellectual terrain as well as the policy and practice shaping it had been left wide open for the incursions from above of Thatcher and her ministers and then their New Labour successors – their inheritors.

To come clean: that youth worker was of course me, still astonished at my own pre-Thatcher naivety and intellectual unpreparedness - and now clinging to the slogan: ‘Analysis is one of the first tools of practice’.  

So for practitioners who say ‘we’re not “academics”’, or ‘”theory” is not for us – we are the “doers”’, I have some questions: 

· Are you really suggesting that your minds go blank, your intellects go to sleep, when you are face-to-face with a group of young people? 

· Are you really working within a vacuum of ideas, intentions, interpretations, understandings (and sometimes misunderstandings) of what is going on? 

· Are you never responding to the actual young people you meet at least some of the time on the basis of your understanding of the wider forces bearing down on their lives – of ‘the context’ of their situation? 

· Is it really only your feelings, your gut, which drive your responses? 

For many (even if not all) of the youth workers I’ve met, worked and talked with over many years, perhaps arrogantly I think I know what the answer to all these questions is – ‘Of course not’. My plea therefore is this: that we all stay conscious and be explicit about the content of that intellectual activity; that we articulate it and find ways of sharing it and testing it - against each others’ practice-based intellectual activity but also against what we know and have learned from other relevant non-practice (‘academic’, ‘theoretical’) sources. 

I do also recognise, however, that another shift is needed here: that those who have the privilege of being able to prioritise intellectual labour in their work – indeed who have this firmly written into their job descriptions – not only deliver on this requirement do so on matters which are important to and enlightening for ‘practitioners’ and in a language which is accessible to them and not just to fellow specialist intellectual labourers – to ‘academics’. This too needs to be part of the bargain if the product of all this intellectual effort is to be disseminated as widely as possible in a variety of creative ways, as a key contribution to the struggle to defend those features of youth work which are worth and urgently need defending. 

Bernard Davies

September 2009    



