
AS WE approach the end of 
1977 the earnings of
workers have fallen below the 
average of many other major 
'Western' industrial powers.
Mass unemployment continues 
with no sign of abating. And 
the employers mark up profit 
levels which continue to 
increase faster than inflation.

You might expect the ruling 
class to be tickled pink. No 
doubt they do indeed feel a 
little glow of optimism. Not 
much, however, beyond that. 
They know that the present 
situation is only the beginning 
of a solution to the crisis 
favourable to themselves. The 
actual output of their 
enterprises remains stagnant 
and their goods uncompetitive.

In order to generate new 
expansion of their British-based 
concerns they still need to push real 
wages even lower, or to get us to 
produce very much more for the 
same wages on existing plant, or to 
invest in new high productivity 
machines and operational methods.

To cap it all, there is still 
dissension from sections of the 
working class. The needs of the 
employers are threatened by workers 
attempting to recoup their 
diminished living standards 
through increases in either incomes 
or fringe benefits. Occupying the 
centre of the stage is the question of 
the workers aquiescence. Are there 
grounds upon which we can accept 
what is happening to us?

Fair deal ?
The leaders of the Labour Party 

who with Liberal party support 
continue to occupy all the seats in 
the Cabinet, say that there are. They 
offer us a deal.

You might remember the deal we 
got from them before. It was called 
the Social Contract. In return for 
rising unemployment, falling living 
standards, hospital closures and 
education cuts we got: some food 
subsidies, some scraps of toothless 
'employment protection' legislation 
and (god help us!) the Bullock 
Report!

The new Callaghan-Healey deal 
abandons any promise of legislation 
to bring about 'social justice'. It 
involves bringing to the fore a 
government strategy which first saw 
the light of day with the April 76 
budget. A few tax 'concessions' are 
cast down to us as a sign of good 
faith in our intentions and to 
indicate that prosperity really is just 
around the corner this time. In 
return we are to restrict our wage 
claims to 10%, on the understanding 
that this will fiold down inflation 
(given, it is added in a whisper, 
favourable world prices and 
exchange rates). The promise is that 
take-home pay will, on account of 
these measures, rise marginally faster 
than prices for the first time in years. 

The first thing we notice about 
this package is the implication that 
it is our wages that cause inflation. 
Initially, the logic of this argument 
seems faultless: its seems reasonable 
to expect that if we get more wages 
the employers will have to put up

prices of their goods to compensate, 
taking the wage increases back from 
us in the form of price rises. The 
problem is, of course, that employers 
have been increasing the prices of 
goods by more than wages have 
increased. According to the retail 
price index (which is based on a 
commodity range wider than that of 
the average working-class shopping 
list, and so underestimates the 
effect of price rises on the workers), 
prices in July 1977 had risen by 
17.6% on the level of a year before. 
Meanwhile the basic hourly rate had 
risen by only 4.7% and average 
earnings by only 8.8%. (Average 
earnings tend to be misleading too, 
as they include all those, who, like 
company directors, are on very 
high salaries. Also, they don't 
take into account the unemployed. 
As a result no less than 2/3 of all 
workers earn less than ''average 
earnings''.)

Evidently something other than 
the cost of labour to the employer 
has to be taken into account if we 

are to know why prices rise faster 
than wages. Something else is the 
crucial factor in inflation for us. That 
something is the crisis of profitability 
upon which capitalism is based. 
During periods of expansion since 
before the First World War the 
employers have adopted a policy of 
setting prices at steadily rising levels 
in order to enable growing profits to 
be made. They have been assured 
the realisation of these prices by 
systems of credits and later by the 
tactic of economic intervention via 
government expenditure.

Dumped
During each period of expansion 

wages can be allowed to keep pace 
with price rises. Periodically, though, 
the employer finds that the policy of 
stimulating the economy by money 
means breaks down. It becomes hard 
to sell goods profitably enough. The 
employers then seek to reduce the 
unit cost of the only commodity not 
marketed by capitalists themselves—

labour. They dump and refuse to buy 
the labout which is surplus to them. 
They attempt to hold down the price 
of labour, which they do not sell, 
relative to the prices of other goods, 
which they do sell. There is a battle 
for the resources with which to 
restructure industry: government 
debts are recalled and government 
expenditure directed more to helping 
industrial investment.

Profits
The Callaghan/Healey deal is at 

heart merely an expression of this. It 
intends to secure the holding down 
of wages at their new low levels as a 
means of boosting profit margins, 
and switching from consumer goods 

consumption to capital goods 
consumption. The deal in no way 
offers back to the working class 
what we have already lost, not at 
least until the next period of 
expansion, should it occur. The signs 
are that things would have to get 
very much worse for us before they

could get better by these means. The 
point is that the reconstruction of 
capitalism is always built on our 
insecurity, on declines in our 
standards of living. This is the 
''economic reality” which Callaghan 
and Healey seek simultaneously to 
impose on us, and to disguise with 
their talk about the national interest 
and everyone tightening their belts 
etc, etc.

The use of tax concessions to 
sweeten, if ever so slightly, continued 
pay restraint, reveals how cunning a 
capitalist government can be when it 
is on such an offensive.

In the first place we notice how it 
can magnanimously announce tax 
cuts which in reality only partially 
counter the extra tax that has been 
levied quietly over the past few 
years as inflation has raised the wages 
of individuals over successive tax 
thresholds. A married man with two 
children under 11 would have paid 
one tenth of his income in tax in
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THE HEALTH SERVICE has become a focus of 
militant action by the working class in fighting 
social service cuts.

Massive campaigns have been waged at the EGA 
and Hounslow hospitals to prevent closures. Less

publicised but equally determined battles are 
being fought throughout the country.

This represents an important step forward for 
the class as it goes beyond the traditional 
limitations of trade unionism by raising the political 
question of the SOCIALLY NECESSARY level of

health care. This has been reflected in an important 
feature of many of these struggles—the support 
gained from local trade unions outside the health 
service, from womens groups and community 
groups.
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But at the moment these struggles 
are limited to a few militant sections 
of the working class. The class as a 
whole remains trapped in the 
illusion that health and other social 
services cuts are necessary today for 
better living standards tomorrow.

There is very little understanding 
about the KIND of health service the 
workers movement should agitate 
for.

Socialists must counter the 
established myths about the NHS 
that have tied our class to a 
reformist acceptance of government 
policies with a socialist analysis and 
on the basis of this draw up a 
strategy that can take the present 
campaign forward from being 
defensive and limited.

LIBERTARIAN COMMUNIST 
offers the following as a contribution 
to the discussion we need.

History
The idea of a free-and universal 

health service is a very old one. It 
was suggested in 1920 by members 
of the medical and state 
establishments in response to the 
chaotic way health care was 
organised.

Bodies allied to the labour 
movement, such as the Socialist 
Medical Association, argued for 
reforms to provide a national service. 
This was echoed by a minority 
within the establishment on the basis 
that the existing system was 
irrational by its own standards.

But it was not until the material 
conditions of the second world war

Hospital workers from Tooting Bee take part in the week ot action protest in November against health cuts. But are these token protests enough? Photo Mark Rusher (!FL) DEMANDED a nationally planned

HOUNSLOW
Hounslow Hospital was recently 
raided by the authorities, and 
patients and machinery removed. 
However, the occupation continues.

Most of the jobs that were at 
stake have been preserved, as the 
occupation committee has 
succeeded in getting staff transferred 
to other hospitals in the area such as 
the West Middlesex. The occupation 
committee itself is staying put in 
order to keep up the pressure on the 
bureaucrats, who have referred the 
'problem' of Hounslow to a planning 
committee due to report back in 
January.

The occupiers are considering a 
number of possibilities for further 
action and people are always needed 
to strengthen the picket lines on the 
hospital gates.

For further information ring 
01-570 4448.
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PLAISTOW MATERNITY
Plaistow Maternity Hospital has been 
occupied since July, when its closure 
was confirmed. The health workers 
are operating a strict security system 
to guard against any Hounslow style 
raid by the authorities.

The work-in at the small 59 bed 
hospital is receiving widespread local 
support and attracted almost 1,000 
people to a recent protest march. 
Despite the backing of local 
consultants and GPs the reaction of

Ennals and his sidekick Moyle has 
been to prevaricate on the issue.

The workers are not going to be 
easily discouraged, and are 
encouraging local activists and trades 
unionists to lend their support. A 
meeting has been arranged for 
Dec 8th to formalise arrangements 
for picketing etc.

If you missed it or want to help 
or want more info etc ring 
01-552 3311.

The occupations by Health Service 
workers at the Hounslow, Elizabeth 
Garrett Anderson and Plaistow 
hospitals show that the Government 
is not going to be able to bulldoze 
through all its cuts in public 
expenditure without a fight.

However, we should realize that 
our fight back needs to be fiercer 
-.till and more organised before we 
:an hope to stem the decimation of 
:he Health Service planned by the 
_abour Government.

London is due to lose 120 

hospitals, 40% of the total, by 1986, 
according to the recent NUPE survey. 
20,000 beds and 24,000 jobs are for 
the chop, and we are told by Ennals, 
the Minister involved, that this 
'reallocation' is ultimately for our 
own good.

Labour movement militants, sick 
to the teeth with the broken promises 
and betrayals of another reformist 
period of Labour government, have 
been turning on their former leaders 
and in a handful of encouraging 
examples have taken action into 

their own hands. They've seen that 
petitioning MPs and lobbying 
Parliament won't work, and have 
realised that direct action is the only 
tactic that offers any chance of 
success.

The point is that the Labour party 
opportunists can see no alternative 
but to cater to the needs of 
capitalism. Since capitalism is in 
crisis the burden for the failings of 
the private profit system is being laid 
on the public sector, where the 
working class is vulnerable and the 

government has a lot of direct power.
Nationalisation is still seen by 

confused reactionaries as the main 
thrust of 'socialism'. Militants in the 
labour movement continue to call for 
more nationalisation as if by itself it 
really can bring about socialism.

Nowhere are the failings of this 
approach more easily seen than in the 
case of the National Health Service, 
the 'jewel of the Welfare State'. Its 
controlled by a closed network of 
consultants and administrators, its 
used as an easy touch by huge 
multinational chemical concerns, and 

its brutally mutilated whenever the 
needs of capitalism dictate. 

Nationalisation is obviously in 
most cases prefereble to what went 
before, the danger lies in regarding it 
as a solution. In the long term we 
must put forward the idea of workers 
control, arguing that priorities and 
decisions in the public sector should 
be determined by those who are 
affected by them. In the short term 
we can point out that public sector 
workers can best fight the cuts and 
the government offensive if they 
unite and struggle together.




