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On 4 February Ford workers hear that the strike is officiolly on from Sunday: workersare s

willing to

mount industrial struggle

Has the tide turned against Thatcher?

JUST TWO months ago, all the right wing forces in
Britain — from Marxism Today to the CBI — were
writing off the trade unions and working class struggle
as dead. Every trade union office hummed with discus-
sion of ‘new’ forms of trade unionism — from ‘corpor-
ate image’ to cheap holidays and insurance.

Today, after NHS strikes and strikes in the car
industry, and dozens of other struggles often not
reported in the media, all that looks pretty stupid. So

what exactly has changed? Is it just a flash in the pan
— or has the tide turned against Thatcher?

It is true that the Tories have achieved a series of
victories against the working class — usually with the
active help of the trade union leaders. But they have
been unable to impose a definitive defeat. Even the
defeat of the miners’ strike, their most important
achievement in this field, was not that. A definitive
defeat, such as in 1926, would not only have stopped
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industrial struggle in its tracks but would have made it
very difficult for it to re-emerge for an extended
period.

In recent years we have experienced something
quite different., The rank and file in the unions have
been beaten down by the government and the
employers’ offensive, aided and abetted by the TUC
and the ‘new realists’. But workers have retained the
willingness and the ability to mount industrial struggle
despite the serious damage which has been done to
union structures at shop floor level in the blue collar
sector,

During the second half of last year in particular,
militancy developed in a number of sectors despite the
further rapid shift to the right at the top of the trade
union movement,

Now sections of workers have broken through the
bureauecratic barrier and created a new upsurge of
industrial struggle. Both in the NHS and the car
industry there have been particular factors which have
added to the general pressure.

A genuine rank and file development has occured in
those sectors which has forced its way beyond the
official structures and is now creating a differentiation
between the trade unions themselves. This is shown
clearly in the decision of the health union COHSE to call
a national day of action and the decision of the TUC to
call the 5 March demonstration in defence of the NHS.
A few months ago these kinds of development did not
look remotely likely. Nor would they today if it were
not for huge pressure from the base of the movement.

SOME SECTIONS of the trade union bureaucracy have
been happy to ride the present wave of struggles, to
posture as their leaders to recruit members. But the
limitations of the movement so far have come from the
brakes put on by the union bureaucrats. Three
examples of this stand out sharply.

Sam MocCluskie’s capitulation before the ship-
owners and the courts has rendered a devastating blow
to the seafarers’ union, the NUS. If the NUS cannot take
national strike action, because it is a union whose
members work for different employers and national
strike action is therefore ‘secondary action’, then the
NUS is rendered virtually powerless. McCluskie is one
of Kinnock’s most loyal lieutenants. His betrayal of
the Isle of Man ferry men and his sther members on
strike is one of the most damaging climb downs in
recent years.

At Fords, Jim Airlie, former hero of Upper Clyde
and still a member of the Communist Party, managed
to conspire with Ron Todd — who effectively ran the
strike for the TGWU — to snatch defeat from the jaws of
victory. While Fords withdrew the three year pay deal,
nonetheless, the basic issue of Japanese-style labour
flexibility remains. It was given away before the
ability of the Fords workers to defeat the company was
even tested out.

And in the NHS, the panic and desperation of the
union bureaucrats at the militancy of their members is
almost on public display. NUPE in particular have gone

out of their way to try to damp down strike action,
especially among non-nursing staff, which they say
would ‘detract’ from the nurses’ action.

All in all, and we have just quoted some of the more
obvious examples, the action of the union member-
ships, of the rank and file, has come up against the
temporising and betrayal of the union bureauncrats.
Noteworthy here, yet again, is the role of both wings of
the Communist Party. The Morning Star went out of
its way to explain what a great victory the Ford sell-out
was! The Morning Star will want, in this situation, to
tie itself ever more firmly to the coat tails of the left
bureaucrats; while if anything Marxism Todzy will
side with the Kinnock leadership in suggesting that
perhaps the union leaderships are going ‘too far’!

SO THERE is an uneven and contradictory situation.
Despite the sell-outs at Fords and among the scafarers,
the mood of militancy has not been crushed. Fords was
probably understcod as a wvictory among many
workers.

The crying need today is for co-ordination, to unify
the struggles, into a general anti-Thatcher movement.
The rapid climb down by Thatcher in the fight over
the nurses’ nightshift allowances and on the blood
transfusion service bonus payments, shows the poten-
tial for actually inflicting defeats on the government,

There is a new mood abroad that will not be easily
defeated or thrown back by one or two defeats, or the
disorganising effects of the union tops.

There is something we should add to the general
picture which is very significant. Average earnings
have been rising at eight and a half per cent per
annum, well above the rate of inflatien. Of course, this
is very uneven: the figures include company directors,
and most workers have just seen their earnings keep
pace, or go a little above inflation. But many workers
sense that there are sections of society who are getting
richer, and they want a share. And the stock market
crash, in undermining the credibility of Thatcher’s
‘new Britain’ has propelted many people back towards
traditional notions of fighting their corner, with a
prospect of winning.

Is the current round of militancy like the winter of
discontent? While every bourgeois journal tries to
convince itself that it isn’t, the facts and figures tell a
different story. But like the winter of discontent in the
late 1970s, unless the movement is given a focus and
leadership, then it can peter out or be defeated.
However, unlike the winter of 1978/9, there is no
general election just around the corner which will
change everything in one fell swoop. There is still
everything to play for.

The current situation, with well over a million
workers taking strike action, shows that our class is
alive and kicking. It shows that the main problem of
the movement, the question of timorous and treache-
rous leadership, remains. And it shows, if ever there
was doubt, that the opportunity for the left to inter-
vene and provide a perspective for linking the
struggles and giving leadership is there. That oppor-
tunity has to be seized with both hands ®
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AS WE GO to press, David
Alton’s anti-abortion bill has
not yet gone into the
committee stage where it will
be prepared for its third
reading. It looks set to go back
to the commons around 16
March, three days before the
TUC and Labour Party
sponsored demonstration
against it. .

Pro-choice campaigners are
fearful that, despite occasional
protests to the contrary, Alton
would accept a compromise to
his one line bill along the lines
of a 22 or 24 week limit. It is
urgent that we campaign
against this as a solution and
keep up the pressure to defeat
this bill altogether.

The pro-choice members of
the commitiee — led by Jo
Richardson and including
Audrey Wise, Joan Ruddock
and Mildred Gordon — are so
far rumoured to be against the
compromise, The anti-abortion
members are equally hard line.
However, such a compromise
could still be seen as a way of
avoiding the deadlock.

Pro-choice MPs are planning
amendments of their own:
calling for abortion on demand
up to 12 weeks, for example.
These amendments are largely
for the purpose of filibustering
and generally tend to subvert
the whole purpose of the bill.

Meanwhile, up in the house
of lords, a special committee
has just reported on the issue.
They recommend no change in
the term Limit from the current
one of 28 weeks, In addition,
they pose the question of
whether there should be a term
limit at all! The sting in the tail
is that they do believe that the
grounds for abortion should be
different from 24 weeks on.
Their recommendations could
well arrive in the commons at
the same tme as Alton’s bill,

Inside the Labour Party
wolnen are up in arms against
the 55 Labour MPs who
abstained or voted for Alton —
against Labour Party policy, A
campaign is under way for
de-selection and the
implementation of a three line
whip in the next commons
vote,

Deputy leader Roy
Hattersley has particularly
incensed campaigners in
Birmingham by declaring that
he is opposed to alf abortions
unless the woman is dying.
Such MPs will come under even
more pressure now that the
Labour Party nationally has
agreed to support the 19
March demonstration and is
producing its own leaflets.

TGWU elections

UPFRONT

No compromise with Alton!

The picture in the labour
movement as a whole is good.
There are now 22 national
unions on the Fight Alton’s
Bill (FAB) mailing list. A joint
liaison commitee between FAR
and the TUC is organising the
March demonstration.

FAB also plans to have a
symbolic handing-in of the
petitions collected all over the
cournttry when the bill is given

its third reading and is
producing special publicity
about black women and the
Alcon bilk.

The campaign is still
desperately in need of funds
and donations should be sent
to Wesley House, 4 Wild
Court, London, wcl where the
FAB headquarters are newly
re-established ®
JUDITH ARKWRIGHT

More a defeat for the right than

a victory for the left

THE ELECTIONS for the national
executive of the Transport and
General Werkers’ Union
(TGWU) have produced a shifi o
the left within the leadership of
the union.

This has big implications for
the whole labour movement.
The effects of the TGwuU block
vote at TUC and Lahour Party
conferences are cbvious. But the
result should not be considered
as a simple victory for the left.

The key left victories, which
changed a slim right wing
majority into a slim left wing
majority, were in three trade
groups: the power and
engineering group, the textiles
group and the agricultural
group. The left also won in the
south-east London territorial
division, where Ford worker

TGWU general secretary Ron Todd: considered to be

too left wing by Brian Nicholson

Steve Riley defeated right wing
national president Brian
Nicholson.

doubt that most of them were.

target for such allegations.

balloting @

Ballot-rigging and the TGWU

1115 STILL unclear whether the TGWU election results will be
challenged on the basis of ballot-rigging allegations.

General Secretary Ron Todd has rejected all tales of
ballot-rigging as the ‘invention of the media’ and there is little

Todd knows, however, that the record of the TGwu in this
respect is scandalous and it is this which makes it an easy

During the national executive elections Todd was forced to
intervene in two regions and that may nof be the end of it,

Successive TGwU leaders have refused to discipline
ballot-riggers even when they have been caught red-handed.
They have also refused to tighten up the union’s rule book in
order to moke ballot-rigging mere difficult.

A political consequence of this is thot the TGwU Record is
now being openly used to promoate and justify the next stage
of Tory anti-union legisiation which includes postal
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This result, which puts ten
new members on the national
executive of 39, has produced a
broad left majority of about
22-17. This is, however, a
difficult calculation, given the
extreme diversity of the ‘broad
left’ in the union which ranges
from supporters of the hard left
to Communist Party members
and Kinnock supporters.

The media caused confusion
in the run up to the ballot by
presenting it as a contest
between the soft left and the
hard left. In reality it was a
contest between the broad left
national executive minority and
the right wing majority led by
Nicholson.

The Nicholson grouping have
been a major factor in the union
for some time. They have been
systematically using their
majority on the executive to
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mount a right wing challenge to
Ron Todd’s position as general
secretary.

Nicholson has used his
position on the appointments
committee to install hard right-
wingers into key non-elected
regional secretary positions as
they have become vacant. This
has led to bitter clashes with
Todd in at least two regions:
region two (London} and region
five (Midlands). The regional
secretaries are extremely
influential-and they administer
the elections and arrange the
counting of votes,

Nicholsen’s objective was to

consolidate his right wing
control of the exeeutive and to
marginalise Todd whom he
considers too left wing.

The TGWU has in most
respects been a part of the ‘new
realist’ project. Todd intervened
along with Bill Jordan to create
the basis for the recent Ford
sell-out, for example. However,
it has not been consistent
enough or right wing enough for
Nicholson. Had he been
successful he would have taken
the unicn to a position alongside
the AEU or even the EETPU on
the extreme right of the TUC.

It is not yet clear how much

Shoot-to-kill, Birmingham six, PTA . . .
Tories cash in on Anglo-irish accord

ANGLO-IRISH relations have
been under considerable strain
over the past few months. The
Irish government has felt it
necessary to object to some of
the more blatant imperialist
injustices perpetrated by the
British government and state.
But are recent events an
obstacle to the process started
by the Anglo-Irish accord, or
are they, simply, its logical
outcome? Let’s re-cap some of
the events:
® On 25 January Attorney
General Sir Patrick Mayhew
announced in the house of
commons that, in the interests
of ‘national security’, no
prosecutions would arise from
the Stalker-Sampson
investigations into the alleged
RUC shoot-to-kill policy. This
was despite the fact that the
report contained evidence of
attempts to pervert the course
of justice, perjury and
obstruction.
® On 28 January, the three
appeal court judges in the
‘Birmingham six’ case
delivered their judgement.
There was no police
conspiracy, there were no
beatings, former Birmingham
police officers Joyce Lynass
and Tom Clarke are liars and
home office forensic scientist
Frank Skuse was a competent
scientist and a man of
integrity. In short, the 1975
convictions were ‘safe and
satisfactory’,
® On 16 February it was
announced that the prevention
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Ex-deputy chief constble
John Stalker

of terrorism act (PTA) is to
become permanent. The
decision was leaked earlier but
was denied by ‘Northern
Ireland’ Secretary Tom King
just before a meeting of the
Anglo-Irish conference in
Belfast. That night it was
confirmed in the house of
lords.

® Cn 21 February Aiden
McAnespie from Aughnacloy
was shot in the back by a bullet
fired from a British army
checkpoint near his home.

® On 23 February Mrs
Thatcher announced that the
Anglo-Irish accerd did not give
the twenty-six county
authorities the right to
investigate border shootings.
On the same day it was also
made public that the only
British soldier to be convicted
of murder since the troops
went in in 1969 was released

the union will move to the left in
the wake of this result. But it is
clear that Nicholson’s attempts
to move it further to the right
have been roundly defeated. The
result is also a victory for Todd
who is now released from right
wing pressure and free to exert
his own direction on the union.

Kinnock has expressed
confidence that the election
result will not change the
relationship between the TGwWU
and his project for the Labour
Party. He is probably right. The
TGWU under the new executive
is likely to support Kinnock on
most occasions.

last year after serving only two
years of a life sentence.

These events have provoked
public outrage in Britain and
throughout the thirty-two
counties. The anger has spread
through all levels of Irish
society including the ruling
Fianna Fail party.

Is the British government
trying to goad Dublin into
ditching the Anglo-Irish accord
as some politicians in Ireland
now suspect? Alternatively, is
Thatcher simply confident that
Haughey will be willing to
swallow any insult to the Irish
people, any affront and
injustice, however great? In
other words is the British
government simply cashing in
on the Anglo-Irish accord?

Those who believe that the
British government is trying to
wreck the accord don’t have to
look far for circumstantial
evidence. Since the accord was
signed the British government
has shown itself to be totally
unwilling to budge on any
significant issue. However,
events since January have left
even Haughey gasping for
breath at the sheer ruthlessness
and insensitivity to Irish
feelings of the British
establishment.

Ardent supporters of the
Anglo-Irish accord inside
Fianna Fail are now either
shell-shocked or extremely
angry. Whether their anger is
controllable is yet to be seen.
Limerick Fianna Fail TD (MP)
Willie O’Dea reacted to the
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Anglo-Irish conference were

The general secretary’s
position is very powerful if it is
not under threat and the
executive is limited in the
influence it can exert, It does
not, for example, control the
TGWU block vote at Labour
Party conferences. Here
decisions are taken by the
conference delegation which has
often been weil to the right of the
national executive. The election
result should therefore be
understood much more as a
defeat for the right than a victory
for the left @

ALAN THORNETT

‘Birmingham six’
announcement with the words,
‘I wouldn’t now extradite a cat
to Britain’. (frish Fost 6/2/88.)
More telling perhaps was the
reaction of former Irish foreign
minister Peter Barry to the
decision not to prosecute over
the Stalker-Sampson
allegations. Mr Barry, who
was central to the negotiation
of the accord, was quoted in
the Guardian (27/1/88) as
saying, ‘In matters like this the
British suit themselves. We
should have known that afier
so many hundreds of years’.
Urgent meetings of the

called in tate January after the
attorney general’s
announcement. However, even
while such meetings were
taking place, the situation was
hecoming more and more
volatile.

At the time of writing, the
murder of Aiden McAnespie
and the news of the early
refease of another British
murderer has led to yet
another emergency meeting of
British and Irish ministers.

Readers of this magazine
and its predecessors will know
that contributors have .
consistently argued that the
Anglo-Irish accord represented
a tactical move by the British
state to draw the twenty-six
county government into jointly
organising anti-republican
offensives. We have always
argued against those who saw
it as a step forward for the



nationalist community,

The events since January do
not contradict that analysis.
The British government now
feels able to use any and every
means possible to suppress the

political activity of Irish people
and their supporters here and
m hoth the six and twenty-six
counties in order to preserve
their interests in Ireland.

To this end they have locked

UPFRONT

up innocent people, tortured
and murdered nationalists and
made permanent an extremely
repressive piece of legislation,
Under the cover of the
Anglo-Trish accord, they can

Black sections facing testing times

WHAT IS GOING on within
black sections? Confusion
reigns over the so-called
‘Morris proposals’ (put
forward in Tribune on 8
January by TGwWU deputy Biill
Morris) for a ‘black socialist
society’. How does the existing
black sections leadership intend
to respond to them?

The questions posed in this
discussion are critical for the
future of black sections.

The setting up of a black
socialist society would require
NEG support to succeed. The
clear implication is that Morris
can swing powerful trade union
support behind the proposal
provided that a ‘deal’ can be
struck with black sections. The
key question is what would this
mean for the struggle for black
self-determination in the
labour movement — an
advance or self-limitation?

Paul Sharma is the main
spokesperson within black
sections themselves for
dropping the full-blown
demand for recognition in
favour of more ‘realisable’
objectives which would
increase ‘black representation’
in the Labour Party.

The L&C have now dropped
their previous, purely formal,
support for recognition of black
sections in favour of Sharma’s
more ‘sensible’ approach.

In a recent article (also in
Tribune) Sharma described
those in the black sections
leadership still committed to
full recognition as a
‘mujaheddin’ faction.

In fact, the essence of the
‘Morris proposals’ is that a
deal is perhaps available, or at
least some substantial trade
union support at the NEG, for a
black socialist society, on the
condition that black sections
are dg facto wound up.

This is not to say that the
‘maximum demand’ for black
sections could not be kept as a
formal part ‘of a black socialist

Black sections
on the march

society’s programme.
. Morris represents that wing
of the trade union bureaucracy
least hostile to the development
of anti-racist policies and more
receptive structures for black
members. But, he cannot and
will not support demands for
real black self-organisation in
the labour movement. To do
50 could cost him his job.,
Other sections of the
bureaucracy are completely
hostile to making any
concessions to anti-racism and
to their black members. Tt is
clearly in the interest of black

sections and black caucuses in
the unions for this policy
division in the labour
movement bureaucracy to be
intensified.

Yet, this can only be done
successfully from a position of

" strength. If the Labour

leadership is prepared to
concede a “partially liberated
zone' in the form of a black
socialist society then so be it.

Tts basis must be absolutely un-

conditional.

Why is it that so much
support has coalesced around
the minimum demand of a
black socialist society leaving
the maximum demand for
black sections looking like ‘pie
in the sky’?

This is both an objective
problem and also a problem of
leadership. The trade union
block vote remains an
apparently impregnable
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obstacle to any advance at
Labour Party conference.

At the same time a series of
internal tensions have riven
black sections themselves.

The debacle over the defence
of Sharon Atkin, the new black
MPs’ predictable lack of
accountability, leading figures’
support for huge local
authority cuts, and possible
disarray over how to respond
to the education bill and its
ramifications for ‘black’
(actually religious/ethnic)
schools have all contributed to
a crisis of direction within
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black sections.

The leading figures in the
national black section are in
the political camp of the
‘Labour Left Liaison’ (LLL) —
the ‘soft’ wing of the hard left.

In common with their
political co-thinkers in LLL
they talk ‘left’ on future policy
for the Labour Party. But they
take an ambiguous or evasive
approach to current struggles
and basic questions of socialist
principle.

Tt is this lack of clear
leadership that has
undermined black sections’
credibility and lent credence to
the accusations which have
dogged black sections from
their inception of being a
vehicle for ‘opportunistic
careerists’.

By bending to the right wing
‘wind of change’ in the Labour
Party over the past two years

do this and still expect safely to
ride out any political storm
under the guise of continuing
to seek political solutions to the
so-called Irish problem @

JEAN REILLY

the black sections leadership
has in some senses fulfilled that
prophecy.

The foundation of black
sections was the product of a
particular phase of
development in the Labour left
and in ‘autonomous’ black
politics. .

In the same way conditions
for further advance by black
sections will be determined by
a shift in the general political
climate. Exploiting more
favourable future conditions
successfully, however, depends
on the way the black sections
feadership conducts itself in
this current phase of relative
isolation.

Few gains have been made
by black sections since its role
in the MP re-selection process.

Maximum gains out of a
future phase of “upturn’ are
perfectly possible provided the
hard left moves black sections
forward on four key policy
planks.

First, support for and
co-ordination with black self-
organisation within the trade
unions and disputes involving
black workers.

Second, a thorough
approach to carefully chosen
campaign issues and
campaigns against state
racism.

Third, developing a clear
socialist strategy in defence of
black peoples’ interests as -
workers and users of public
sector services.

And fourth, prioritising
solidarity work with key
national liberation struggles:
notably South Africa/Azania
and Palestine,

Preparations can be made
now for the day when black
self-organisation in the labour
movement can wrest real
concessions from the
bureaucracy in one of its
mevitable moments of

- weakness ®

DAVID CURTIS
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Socialist Outlook wants your letters! If you feel moved to write — and we hope you will —
please try and keep to a maximum of 300 words. Send to: PO Box 705,

Gorbymania
Dear comrades,

Like Sue Owen (Socialist
Qutlook 5), 1 feel that Oliver
MacDonald’s article on
‘Gorbachev and the left’
(Socialist Outlook &) was affected
by a touch of ‘Gorbymania’.

However, I cannot agree
with her when she criticises
Qliver MacDonald’s statement
that “the working class
throughout the world has
shown itself over and over
again to be prepared to pay an
astonishingly high economic
price for greater political
freedom’, with the remark that
‘the leaderships of the working
class are willing that the
workers should pay an
extraordinarily high economic
price for a political *‘freedom’’
whose principal beneficiary will
be the leaders, not the workers
themselves.’

Is Sue trying to tell us that
workers have no interest in
basic political freedoms? For
one thing such freedoms are
_ necessary for the conduct of the
economic struggle itself —
through permitting the
uncovering and denunciation
of the gross inefficiencies and
injustices of the present system
and in allowing the necessary
opportunity for a discussion
and mobilisation around
alternatives. But apart from
that, to suggest that workers
have no interest in such things
as artistic or religious freedom
implies a highly idealist and
reified view of the working
class.

A basic criticism of
Gorbachev in my opinion is
the fact that he has no
commitment 1o a real
democratisation of Soviet
saciety. His glasnest policy is
employed under strictly
controlled conditions, for
centrally determined and
limited objectives.

1 agree with Sue Owen that
we should not identify
ourselves with Gorbachev and
his ‘-ism’. But in so doing we

London SW19 1HA.

should not give any grounds
for suspicion that we feel
sympathy for those sections of
the bureaucracy who will
obstruct him from the ‘left’,
defending entrenched
corruption in the name of a
working class interest defined
in the most narrowly
economistic and
anti-intellectual form.

The totalitarian methods,
often mixed with xenophabia,
characteristic of the left face of
stalinism ¢lo just as much, if
not more, damage to the
socialist cause and to the
development of genuine class
consciousness amongst workers
as direct deals with
imperialism.

In any case both the ‘right’

and ‘left’ sides of stalinism
operate together at all times in
the permanent counter-
revolution in defence of the
interests of the bureaucratic
caste, A central part of our
opposition to stalinism is the
defence of human rights
whether collective or
individual ®

Colin Meade

Child abuse

Dear comrades,

The letters from Phil Hearse
and from Stevi Jackson and
Julian Wilson (Secialist Outlook
4) misunderstand the article I
wrote in Socialist Outlook 3 with
Judith Paton.

Neither letter understands
what we meant by
empowerment. It is not a
‘legalistic’ concept, and it is
not resiricted to the way
abused children are treated
after the abuse has heen
discovered. Nor is it something
that belongs in the realm of
socialist ‘utopia’. It is an idea
which is applicable
immediately but which has
far-reaching implications for
the whole organisation of
society.

The immediate demands we
outlined in our article lead to a
thoroughgoing re-appraisal of
the way the care system, the
medical establishment and the
police and courts are organised
and the way they perceive
children.

The principle we wish to
establish is that children
should, wherever possible, be
in control of their lives.

It is true that some children

will not have the knowledge or
experience to make
complicated and difficult
decisions. However, it is
obvicusly impossible to choose
an age at which we deem
children capabtle of deciding.
Hence the only practical way
of determining when adults
should intervene is to allow
intervention only when a child
says she or he doesn’t know or
doesn’t understand.

It is their very powerlessness
within the family and in society
which makes children
vulnerable to abuse and which
isolates them from possible
sources of support and
solidarity.

Both letters claim that we
said sexual abuse is ‘not about
sexual desire’. This is not true.
A consideration of the way sex
and power are intertwined in
capitalist society is vital in this
discussion.

To appeal to agencies of the
capitalist state to protect
children, as Phil Hearse does,
implies putting the blame onto
‘abnormal’ parts of society: the
dysfunctional family rears its
ugly head again.

One does not have to argue
for the abolition of the welfare
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" letters is that they approach the

state as a consequence of
recognising that the whole
framework in which social
workers, paediatricians and
other professionals operate is
geared to the needs of society
as it exists now. This
framework works against the
interests of children.

My final criticism of both

subject in a very polemical
style, and, in the case of Phills
letter, with seemingly very
little background knowledge of
the research and discussion
which has already taken place.
It is an essential part of what
we are trying to say that the
sexual abuse of children is a
widespread phenomenon,
which will probably affect
everybody, directly or
indirectly, in the course of
their lives. As such, the
discussion is not an abstract or
theoretical one.

I hope that this necessary
debate will continue in a spirit
of sensitivity, of comradely
discussion and of joint
exploration of important and
difficult ideas @

Dani Ahrens
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EVEN IN THE unlikely event of an unex-
@ pectedly generous settlement for nurses
@ in this year’s April pay review, it would

the fight, since government policies are
already set to sharpen the NHS crisis.
1987 saw the NHS close at least 3,500
grappled with a shortfall of over £250m,
1988-89 mean a further shortfall of al-

a cumulative shortfall (estimated by an

£1.8 billion since 1980.
Despite the unprecedented focus on

stepping up the fight

Defence of the National Health Service is the driving force that has
animated protest strikes by tens of thousands of health workers and
brought a wave of support from other trade unionists.

This is a tremendous strength. It means that only a substantial
reverse in government policy — a decision to provide major new cash
resources for the NHS — can defuse an escalating struggle which has
vast popular support. HARRY SLOAN reports.

this year’s NHS pay round will anger
and add the extra inflammatory factor of
a battle over London weighting pay-
ments (the government has offered a
miserly £51 per year increase on the
£950 London weighting, against an all-
union demand for an extra £1000), and
we have every reason to expect NHS
struggles to continue and escalate.
Naive outsiders might expect that the
opportunity to lead a united trade union
membership in a hugely popular crusade
against a vicious government would ex-
cite and delight trade union and Labour
leaders. No such reaction can be seen
from the same timid, spineless TUC and
Parliamentary Labour Party team that

Nurses from Homerton hospital, London

create conditions for a general strike

has brought an unbroken series of re-
treats, betrayals and sell-outs since
Thatcher took office,

The enthustastic mass upsurge of rank
and file nurses, which led to the success
of the 3 February day of action may have
inspired most activists; but it was re-
garded as an embarrassment by Neil
Kinnock. It also appears to have
frightened the life out of a NUPE leader-
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produce only a temporary slackening of

beds, and cut many basic services, as it
Yet government spending figures for
most £400m. These cuts come on top of

all-party commons select committee) of

NHS spending in advance of Nigel Lawson’s 15 March budget, the Tories are

quite adamant that they intend to hand
out huge tax-breaks to the rich, and
make no extra cash available for health
services. The. new financial year will
therefore launch a new round of cuts
— meaning  more  problems  for
nurses and the other sections of health-
workers who have already begun to fight
back.

Thatcher’s threatened ‘review” of the
NHS, which is almost certain to involve
imposition of new, means-tested charges
for treatment, is due to be unveiled by
late summer — just as the 1988-89 cuts
begin.

Add to this the strong likelihood that
almost every section of healthworkers;

en sirike 3 Februvary: the

question is how we move from the present stage of struggle to

ship besotted with Tom Sawyer’s defeat-
ist ‘new realism’, and a TUC leadership
pelitically dominated by the hard right.
Apart from the Scottish TUC day of
action on 24 February, NUPE leaders
have (with some honourable exceptions)
for the most part been working to pre-
vent or restrict further strikes, and have
actively attempted to sabotage the eall

by COHSE for a day of action on 14 7




March — the eve of the budget.

Instead of following the Scottish
example and calling a TUC day of action,
or pressing for other unions to back the
COHSE call, the NUPE leaders, Norman
Willis and the other TUC heavies called
in COHSE’s Hecter McKenzie — and
rapped his knuckles for having called on
his own members to take action!

COHSE's rather different response to
the NHS crisis arises partly from its less
rigid bureaucratic control over the rank
and file compared to NUPE, and partly
from recognising an opportunity to rec-
ruit new members, especially dissidents
from the no-strike Royal -College of
Nursing (RCN). It is ironic, after mili-
tants have argued for years against the
inter-union rivalries in the NHS, that
precisely these divisions have opened up
the best possibilities for action: if NUPE
leaders were in total control, there would
be little strike action taking place!

The TUC’s one initiative — decided
only after an agonising five-hour debate
(which began with a call for an indoor
meeting) — was to call the 5 March
nationa! demonstration in defence of the
NHS.

‘health unions should boycott
all work to implement cuts and
closures’

Clearly the task is to use this mobilisa-
tion, and the opportunity to build soli-
darity on the 14 March GOHSE action, to
build for escalating action to defend the
NHS,

Simply to state the truism (as some do
on the sectarian left) that what is needed
to defend the NHS is a general strike to
defeat the Tories is to state the problem
rather than the solution.

Given Thatcher’s intransigence, a
general sirike is needed to win; and
defence of the NHS is one of those issues
around which, in the right conditions, a
general strike could be achieved. Every
previous major struggle by health-
workers has seen supporting strike ac-
tion by industrial unions, and already
we have seen Vauxhall workers, miners,
local government and other workers take
supporting action.

The question is how we move from the
present stage of struggle to create condi-
tions for a géneral strike. This can only
develop if we take seriously the organisa-
tion and mobilisation of the health
unions themselves: we must avoid emp-
ty propagandist sloganising, but also
oppose the kind of ‘grand old Duke of
York’ official tactics of endless single
‘days of action’” which led to demoralisa-

8 tion and defeat in the 1982 pay fight.

Serious, sustained action is needed:
but to achieve this, healthworkers must
be convinced that there is no other way
out, and that the short-term inconve-
nience it will mean to sorme NHS patients
will be made good by the long-term
defence of the NHS. At present, many of
the nurses and other staff who have
readily responded to one day token
strikes remain reluctant to take any
more prolonged action (even with emer-
gENCy cover).

Some fear it would hurt patients;
others recognise that an escalation to
longer strikes would change the cha-
racter of the dispute and end the unreal
‘honeymoon’ period of favourable press
coverage: it could also cost them heavily
in wages — and few have any savings to
fall back on. In addition there is the
problem of the active scabbing role of the
250,000-strong RGN whose national
leaders generally regard it as their job to
attack the health unions rather than the
government.

These problems could possibly be
overcome by a firm and united official
call for action by the health union
leaders: but this is not likely in the short
run. They could also be overcome by a
process of organisation and escalation of
the dispute which can create the convic-
tion that only sustained strike action can
win, and the confidence that the health
unions are strong enough to undertake
it.

The fact is that the mobilisation of
healthworkers so far has to a large extent
remained at a rank and file (therefore
patchy and spontaneous) level: whole
hospitals — and indeed whole unions —
have lagged behind, with manual ancill-
ary staff in particular less active this time
than the nurses.

This is why it is essential that vigorous
campaigns in each hospital and action
against lpcal level cuts and closures are
combined with calls on naticnal leader-
ships for more generalised action.

This means:
® Health unions in each locality should

be linking up with each other, with
trades councils, Labour parties and
community organisations, to build cam-
paigning health emergency-type organ-
isations which set out to expose and
combat every cut and closure in local
hospital and community health services.
@ Local forms of industrial action, if
necessary short of all-out strikes, should
be taken to combat management at-
tacks. In Edinburgh a seven week work-
to-rule and overtime ban by nurses last
autumn won 60 extra posts.

Since much nursing overtime is un-
paid, and many nurses work unaccep-
tably long hours, overtime bans can also
help focus the fight for union organisa-
tion and win union members from the
RCN. Management can be obliged to
hire expensive agency staff to cover
wards, often negating the ‘savings’ from
cuts and closures.
® Some unions still have formal ‘no-
cover’ policies for unfilled vacancies,
which can be enforced to expose man-
agement’s ‘hidden’ cuts. Other ways too
can be found in each hospital to disrupt
the workings of management while pres-
erving patient care.

‘the TUC should call an all-
union day of action in defence
of the NHS’

@ In particular health unions should
boycott all work to implement cuts and
closures — whether this be moving beds
or patients, or clerical and other work.
This policy can win widespread support
from non-health unions. )

® Where hospitals or facilities are
threatened with closure, the tested tactic
of occupation {or ‘work-in’) has proved
successful in Oxford and London, and
has prolonged the life of other hospitals
(sometimes for years}). As long as
patients stay in the hospital (protected
by pickets on the gates), management
must ensure it is staffed — and pay those
who work there! This form of action has
proved ideal for building solidarity and
supporting action.

® Boycotts on private patients who
queue-jumnp their way into NHS hospitals
could also be considered as more man-
agers look to step up the role of private
blocks as a means of ‘income genera-
tion’.

® Publicity is vital for all these activities
— and tremendous impact can be
achieved through ‘opening the books’ of
local management — revealing the real
growth of waiting lists, financial incom-
petence, hidden losses on private treat
ment, secret plans for cuts, and horren-
dous ‘options’ being considered. Any
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thing like this helps stoke up public
anger and build local campaigns.

With a firm footing of local mobilisa-
tion, demands must be made for action
at national level by the TUC — and by
the Labour Party, whose scandalous
inaction on the NHS helped Thatcher
win her third term of office, and which is
now missing the chance to build a mass-
ive grass-roots campaign reaching the
whole working class (and deeper into the
middle classes than any of Bryan
Gould’s loopy share schemes).

The Labour Party nationally should
be working flat out on the issue, and
urging local parties to build health cam-
paigns and to leaflet wards — especially
council estates — mobilising local sup-
port.

The TUC must be told to call an
STUC-style day of action by all unions in
defence of the NHS: this would alert the
whole movement to the crisis and pro-
duce a one day general strike bigger than
that over GCHQ. We must also demand
the Labour Party and TUG call a full-
scale demonstration (or simultaneous
regional events) in July to mark the
fortieth anniversary of the NHS.

Healthworkers in NUPE must fight at
branch, division and national level for
resolutions demanding solidarity in ac-
tion with COHSE; and healthworkers in
NALGO, the GMB and TGWU must li-
kewise demand that their unions join the
mobilisation in defence of the NHS.

We should be calling-on health unions
to launch a national nurses’ work-to-rule
and overtime ban, with supperting ac-
tion from ancillary staffs: they -should
also set a deadline for escalating this to
strike action (with a call for support from
the whole workers’ movement) unless
the government stumps up the £2.5
billion needed to restore the cuts it has
made in the NHS,

A fight developed and escalated along
these lines could revive the best tra-
ditions of working class solidarity from
the miners’ strike — on an even wider
level. Over 90 per cent of voters (in-
cluding over 80 per cent of Tories!) in
opinion polls fivour spending more tax
revenue on the NHS: over 70 per cent
support the nurses’ strikes; 70 per cent
say they would pay exira taxes at once for
the NHS. Only the timidity of the union
leaders stands in the way of tapping this
support.

Combined with the evident rebirth of
militancy at rank and file tevel in many
unions, mass trade union action to de-
fend the NHS could provide our best
thance yet for a combined onslaught
that could rock or even unseat the
Thatcher government @
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Labour

and the NHS

JAN TURNER

GOVERNMENT COST cutting mea-
sures and the financial crisis they have
engineered have driven the NHS to
breaking point. With official govern-
ment inquiries and right wing think
tanks jostling for positicn in the race to
produce proposals which ‘review’ (i.e.
fundamentally undermine) future NHS
financing, 1988 is a crunch year for the
NHS.

The public know there is a severe
problem, they know who is ultimately to
blame and they want it put right. They

‘Labour has barely yet
managed to dent Thatcher’s
lead in the poils’

may not necessarily know how, but in
the short term they want more public

‘money put into the NHS. Poll after poll

shows continuing public support for de-
cent funding for the health service —
even if it means forgoing tax cuts or
increasing the tax burden on the rich.
Of course the continuing action —
including strike action by nurses, ancill-

ary and other health service workers and
extending to a wide range of protest
actions staged by all sections of the NHS
workforce (even including consultants
and some managers) — is feeding the
public pressure to defend the NHS. This
is Thaicher’s greatest weakness and
Labour’s big chance.

Here, you might think, is Labour’s
golden opportunity to make its case for
an alternative to the economics of
Thatcherism. A chance to argue for
socialism. Or at the very least to (re)state
the principles of the limited commitment
te public ownership and provision that
the welfare state was built on. But no.

Apparently oblivious to the clear pol-
itical need, and tremendous opportun-
ity, to establish an alternative political
pole around which to build support for
Labour from this opposition to
Thatcher, off go Labour’s leadership
trundling into the ground tried, tested
and failed by the SDP.

With superbly bad timing, at a
National Executive Committee (NEC)
meeting held just two days after the
successful first wave of NHS strike action
on 3 February, Kimnock and Hattersley
issued their ‘aims and values’ statermnent

On the picket line at Whittington hospital, London: the mobilisation of

health workers _hqs to

large extent rem

ined at rank and file leve|




which rescues the market from the dust-
bin, where successive Labour Party con-
ferences have attempted to throw it.

This dreary and defeatist document
basically accepts the legitimacy of the
role of ‘market forces’ and values, and
de-prioritises Labour’s commitment to
public ownership and provision.

At this same meeting the party leader-
ship also tabled a resolution giving little
more than qualified recognition to the
NHS strikes, in opposition to a position
put by left members to fully support the
current — and any further — strike
action taken by healthworkers.

The leadership were supported, as
they always are, by the trade union
representatives on the NEC, who later
accused the left of ‘patronising’ nurses
by supporting them in this way and
demanding Labour give a lead to their
struggle — preferring their own brand of
condescension (and cold feet) that tries
to turn a grassroots strike movement
into a ‘protest’.

Small wonder then, that even with the
Tories vulnerable on the health service,
and with the sDP-Liberal merger fiasco
fresh in the public’s minds, that Labour
has barely yet managed to dent That-
cher’s lead in the polls, gaining only at
the expense of the Alliance, and that
Kinnock only manages to scrape level
with Steel — a miserable 39 per cent of
punters rate each as ‘good’ leaders.

Perhaps predictably for readers of this
journal {but also unusual, and even
reassuring insofar as it is confirmed by
polls commissioned by the Daily Tele-
praph) it is clear that the problem for the
labour movement comes down to the
problem of the leadership of the trade
unions and the Labour Party.

That there is a groundswell of support
for the NHS is indisputable. The breadth
and commitment of that support has
been heartening. Much of it has come
from outside the traditional confines of
the labour movement: from patients,
doctors, consultants and surgeons; as
well as from those professional organisa-
tions like the non-TUC and no-strike
RCN, who have sometimes been almost
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v - NUPE’s Rodney Bickerstaff addresses nurses on the picket line at Homerton
as  willing to atta(-:k. the Tories hespital, London: health service workers are locking for leadership to
10 as they are to attack striking nurses. challenge the government effectively over the NHS {
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But it is the strength of feeling and the
eagerness of NHS workers to take action
in defence of the health service that poses
the greatest problem for the labour
movement leadership. Because what the
left of the movement have been advocat-
ing coincides with a mood for action at a
grassroots level.

Health service workers, and with
them the wider public, are looking for
leadership to challenge the government
effectively over the NHS. Those pres-
ently in control of the labour movement
are in danger of being outflanked from
both the left and the right — and it’s got
them running scared.

Of course their first reaction to the
groundswell of opposition has been to
look for a way to contrel — and contain
— 1it. Robin Cook, Labour’s shadow
health minister, weighed in quickly with
a warning to nurses about striking, a
point picked up by Kinnock in his speech
at the local government conference in
Edinburgh.

Even the trade union leaders — who
at least stand to gain members from
showing the slightest willingness to lead

‘strike action feeds the public
pressure to defend the NHS’

an effective campaign — shy away from
the use of even limited industrial action,
or indeed from any campaign of
substance with any real base in their
membership, in favour of ‘imaginative’,
solely PR-based initiatives.

Given the direction of Kinnockism it’s
not surprising that the retreat to the
‘moral high ground’ has left the move-
ment’s leadership high and dry and cut
off from the mood — and needs — of the
rank and file it left behind.

Cowed by Kinnockism, the move-
ment has been left demoralised and
timid of asserting even its most basic
values, and lacking confidence in the use
of its traditional strengths. Having
hitched themselves so firmly to That-
cher’s free marketeering bandwagon
and her cynical sham ‘championing’ of
the ‘consumer’, Kinnock et al, having
dozed off for a bit, are now waking up
with a bump and are getting their bums
scraped as they're pulled along behind
her.

Labour’s response to Thatcher’s chal-
lenge on NHS funding (which might yet
see her through the crisis, and could well
leave the Labour movement out in the
cold and more of the NHS’s million
workers in the private sector or on the
dole and either way not in a union) has
been slow in coming, basic at best, and
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certainly confused and patchy. ‘Solu-
tions’ proffered by Labour range from
Kinnock’s own initial ‘agnosticism’ on
the question, through a basic demand
for a couple of billion pounds instead of
tax cuts, to Labour MP Frank Field’s
public toying with the idea of health
stamps and lotteries.

Everywhere Labour politicians are
scrambling to assess the amount of dam-
age that can be limited and the bottom
line that they can live with. Plus having
cut policy and research resources at
Walworth Road, the Labour Party have
suddenly realised that they need ideas
and are desperately trawling around for
‘think-tanks’ to produce them.

But most importantly Labour’s
leaders lack the political commitment, or

even their own much acclaimed PR strat-
egy, to stake a claim for the socialist
alternative model for the health service.
Even under the terms of their own inade-
quate scheme to simply harness public
support through monitoring, identifying
and targetting public opinion (not itself
invalid as a device) — they’ve flopped.

Because with their battallions of pri-
vate pollsters and ‘Labour listens’ fia-
scos, they’ve only attempted responsive
propaganda — to tailor campaigns and
policies  to  particular  perceived
snapshots of public opinion.

They have failed, by not even at-
tempting, to go on the offensive — to
create and ‘sell’ a vision and practical
possibility of a genuinely public health
service ®

SHREWDLY, the Tories have opened
their secretive, soul-searching,
mould-breaking ‘great debate’ on the
future of the NHS only after the 1987
election.

They know that the simplest and
most efficient way to fund the NHS
{endorsed by 90 per cent of the public
and 80 per cent of Tory voters) is to
increase tax-funding to meet its
increased workload.

But Thatcher prefers ideas that will
inject ‘private’ money into the NHS,
and thus nndermine it. There are two
main types of ‘private money’:
® One is your money — as a patient
paying new charges or as a customer
(willing or not) of private medical
msurance,

@ The other is company money —
invested in ways to make a profit out
of health and the NHS.

In general, any injection of
company money will mean more
patients paying charges for treatment
— so in the end there is only one
source of ‘private money’, and that is
your purse or wallet. To hide this
uncomfortable fact, the Tories are
flirting with several schemes.
® ‘Voucher’ schemes dress up the
imposition of charges for treatment
and the establishment of a ‘two tier’
health service for rich and poor as an
extension of ‘consumer choice’.
Everyone would receive basic
vouchers to spend in NHS or private
hospitals -— until they run out!
® ‘Hotel charges’ has become the
deceptive term used to cover up plans
to force patients to pay for each day
and night in a hospital bed. The term
‘hotel’ suggests idle luxury — but of
course few would choose to spend
their fortnight’s holiday in a gynae or
kidney ward.

Two hig problems are that the

What are the Tory plans?

‘hotel charges’ would need to be
means-tested (since a majority of
in-patients are pensioners, children,
or unemployed); and patients caught
for the full charge would have to pay a
relatively large amount to compensate
for the large numbers of exemptions
and the huge extra costs of
administration.

Creating an ‘internal market’ and
competition within the NHS also
sounds trendy: but without extra cash
many major hospitals, especially in
London, will need to continue
reducing their caseload. What comfort
would it be for Londoners to hear of
‘competitive’ hospitals in Liverpool or
Devon? And if London hospitals did
increase their ‘market share’, this
would reverse the government policy
of diverting NHS resources out of the
capital to other regions.

‘Greater coopération’ between the
NHS and the private sector is another
deception. The whole burden of
training nurses and medical staff, and
of providing expensive emergency
services and long-stay care for the
elderly, mentally ill and handicapped
falls on the NHS and local authorities.
No wonder private firms volunteer to
‘cooperate’ in providing easy,
profitable waiting list operations.

Some propose a state lottery for the
NHS. This only confirms that it is
dogma, not economics that is the
driving force in Tory thinking.

Why else consider going to the
bizarre lengths of administering
lottery ticket sales, calculating
winners, and paying out prizes —
when almost the whole population
(with the exception of eabinet
ministers and their ‘think tanks’)
favours spending more tax revenue on
the NHs? @

JOHN LISTER
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AT THE TIME of writing, it is still unclear
whether anyone will oppose Kinnock
and Hattersley for leader and deputy at
this year’s Labour Party conference.

The Campaign group of MPs has
voted by a large majority that there
should be a challenge, and most consti-
tuencies with Campaign group MPs sup-
port such a challenge. But Tony Benn,
the obvicus candidate, is still undecided
despite the sharpness of his attacks on
Kinnock. The three women MPs mooted
as candidates for the deputy leadership
have withdrawn for one reason or
another.

The longer the indecision, the less
likely a challenge. The chances of
launching a serious campaign diminish
by the day. Yet the conditions for a
leadership challenge are better than they
have been for several years.

Kinnock has already said that such a

12 contest would be a ‘diversion’. It is not
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clear whether he means a diversion from
his obsession with witch-hunting Labour
party members or from the fight against
the Tories. It is because he refuses to lead
any fightback (and indeed is closing his
eyes to that which is going on) that a
contest 1s necessary.

With Thatcher’s programme for her
third term more radical than ever, the
Labour and trade union leaderships
have sunk even further into ineptitude in
response. Continuing down the path set
in the Tories’ previous two terms, they
have whinged and moaned while oppos-
ing any attempt to resist Tory attacks.
Indeed they have gone half way to meet
them on many issues.

Ironically, it is on the two issues on
which the Tories are least popular, the
NHS and poll tax, that it is most blatant.
The best the Parliamentary Labour Par-
ty can do on fighting the poll tax is to
support the amendments of the Tory

Challenge
Kinnoc
don’t
delay

Roy Hattersley:
speaking no evil?
Unfortunately not!

Tony Benn, the obvious ecandidate for a
left challenge to Kinnock
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‘wets’. Meanwhile, Kinnock tours the
country telling the labour movement
that the one thing which would ensure
Thatcher’s proposals went through
unaltered would be to organise against the
poll tax — either by local authorities
refusing to implement it or by a ‘won’t
pay’ campaign!

On the NHS, NUPE bureaucrats bend
over backwards to squash the developing
militancy; Kinnock refuses to associate
the Labour leadership with the strikes
and merely asks the chancellor to “find
more cash’ in the budget.

Thatcher can again appeal to the
‘better off’ sections of the working class
by saying that Labour is the party of
higher taxes. Other strikers, such as the
scafarers and Ford workers have not
even been awarded the token ‘sympa-
thy’ of the Labour leadership.

On many other issues, Kinnock’s only
difference with Thatcher has been on
how best to implement her policies. In
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the Spyeatcher case, Kinnock accepted the

“Tory argument of the importance of
national security. He has supported the
refusal to prosecute anyone in the RUC
associated with the ‘shoot-to-kill’ policy.
Many Labour MPs voted disgracefully
for Ken Livingstone’s expulsion from
the commons for pointing out that the
attorney-general was ‘an accomplice to
murder’.

The reaction of Labour’s front bench
to the notorious clause 29 attack on
lesbian and gay rights was to welcome it
before the tide of opposition forced them
to change tack. A similar failure to pay
the slightest attention to party palicy has
occurred on the Alton bill, with a refusal
to apply a three line whip which could
have defeated it at the second reading.

For those who refuse to accept that
Kinnock is intent on a fundamental shift
in Labour’s policy and argue that the left
should welcome the much-vaunted ‘po-
licy review’ in which Labour listens to
everyone but the organised labour
movement, he and Hattersley spelt it out
in their policy statement on ‘democratic
socialist aims and values’.

Here they codify the direction in
which they have been taking party policy
in the last few vears. For them the
allocation of goods by the market is
‘generally satisfactory’ and nationalisa-
tion outside utilities is unnecessary.
Gone is even a formal commitment to

clause four’s ‘common ownership of the
means of production, distribution and
exchange’,

This statement provoked criticism
from wide sections of the bureaucracy. It
was too much even for Bryan Gould,
famous for his support for Thatcher’s
‘share-owning democracy’. David Blun-
kett saw the way the wind was blowing
and got in with his woolly counter-
statement first.

Beyond the policy statement, dis-
gruntlement with Kinnock’s leadership
is rife amongst sections of the bureau-
cracy who have been his willing helpers
in beating back the left. Murmurings
about ignoring the unions were heard
immediately after the general election
and came to a head with GMB right-
winger Warburton’s open attack.

But a leadership challenge cannot be
based on such a mixed bag of dissent. By
their treatment of Prescott and Warbur-
ton the Labour leadership and its trade
union backers showed their reaction to
any rocking of the boat. They may have
disagreements with Kinnock’s style and
methods, but not his basic project and
they are not prepared to open the
floodgates which would allow the rank
and file to raise more serious issues.

After all, these hiccups can be sorted
ouf in time-honoured fashion in the
corridors of congress house. Unlike
1981, little support will be found
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amongst union executives for any chall-
enge. Most of them have swallowed
‘new realism’ hook, line and sinker and
are now more concerned with holding
back their members than defending their
jobs and conditions. The battle for union
support will have to be fought out in the
membership and on the conference
floor.

Any real atterapt to build an alterna-
tive leadership to Kinnock and Hatters-
ley must appeal to the rank and file of the
movement, who — in stark contrast to
the bureaucracy — are showing a re-
newed willingness to fight back.

The support given by Campaign
group MPs to this fightback shows that a
leadership challenge could provide a
focus for drawing together these issues,
while putting forward policies which
pose a real alternative to Thatcherism,

With the new upsurge in struggles,
there has been no better time since the
miners’ strike to contest the leadership.
If the challenge is ducked it will be a
setback for the whole left and be seen asa
victory for Kinnock.

While such a campaign will, real-
istically, have little chance of booting out
Kinnock and Hattersley, it could begin
the job of building an organised left
opposition. This is something many in
the Campaign group have shied away
from in the past @

PETE FIRMIN

Who is Labour ‘listening’ to?

A POLL of Labour MPs found 40 per cent sceptical of the
whole ‘Labour listens” and policy review process,

According to the Independent, when ‘Labour listens’ is
mentioned, many MPs ‘snort, grunt, shake their heads or
suck thetr teeth’. This is, of course, standard behaviour for
the house of commons. But it is also a sign of cynicism
about the party leadership’s public relations efforts.

So what is behind ‘Labour Hstens’ when even our
parliamentary representatives are wary?

Opening ‘Tabour listens’ in Brighton, Roy Hattersley
said the project was ‘intended to provide an oppertunity for
individuals and groups outside the Labour Party to offer
their advice . . . we cannot promise o accept your advice.
But we do promise to listen to it with respect’.

Besides implying that Labour has never listened to
anyone before, such an approach reduces still further the
role of party members and constituency organisations in
the development of policy. It is not the rank and file who are
being listened to.

Those issued with tickets in Brighton included trade

unions, community and pressure groups which Labour -

should, anyway, be in constant dialogue with,

Much more worryingly, equal weight was given, for
instance, to the local trades council and Brighton and Hove
chamber of commerce. Similarly, in Bournemouth,
Labour was concerned to ‘listen’ to local bosses,

This brings us to the real point of the exercise. Hattersley
insists: ‘nobody should delude themselves into thinking

. that the basic beliefs of the Labour Party will be
changed’. However, ‘Labour = listens’ takes place
simultaneously with a policy review in which, we are told,
no policy is sacrosanct.

Don’t imagine that the ‘Labour listens’ replies go
straight in the bin. ‘Experts’ will analyse them. The
‘results’ will be fed into the policy review. The whole
process will be used to shift the party even further to the
right.

Nobody is saying Labour should not listen. Labour
leaders should be listening now . . . to the Ford workers, the
nurses and other NHS workers, the seafarers and the local
government workers struggling against Labour-imposed
cuts in jobs and services.

But this would go against Hattersley’s dictum that ‘a
great national party must not speak for one group, one dlass,
or one region’.

Labour may be ‘listening’. But it is being very selective
in what it hears, And it’s not listening to you or me.

With carefully selected audiences and carefully chosen
questions, the leadership intends use what it hears to rule
out any consideration of socialist policics ®

DAN CARTER
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A B O R TI ON

No to 24 weeks —
free abortion on demand!

In the past few months thousands of people have marched, lobbied
and picketted against David Alton’s attempt to reduce the abortion
time limit to 18 weeks. The TUC and the Labour Party have

now agreed to sponsor the
March 19 demonstration
organised by Fight Alton’s Bill
(FAB). The Alton bill is now in
parliamentary committee, due
for its third reading in May. It is
now likely that when the bill is
voted on the proposed time limit
will not be 18 weeks but 22 or.24.
The focus of the argument is now
whether a 24 week Limit is
reasonable. While nearly 6000
women had abortions later than
18 weeks in 1986, less than thirty
had abortions later than 24
weeks, Why then is it so
important for the pro-choice
movement to defeat an amended
bill, and what arguments should
be used against it? GILL LEE
reports.

Left: an NHS nurse protests against
the Alton bill: cuts in the NHS have
helped restrict the operation of the
1967 act

THE ANTI-ABORTIONISTS hope by pass-
ing the Alton bill to prepare for other
restrictions to the 1967 act.

David Alton and his supporters in Life
and SPUC believe that all abortion is
murder. For them getting the bill
passed, in whatever form, would be the
first real anti-abortion victory since the
1967 act was passed. It would be the first
stage in a struggle to outlaw abortion
completely, and to criminalise women
who have abortions.

The ’67 act was one of the major gains
of the women’s movement in the 1960s
and 1970s. For the first time many
women were freed from the tyranny of
unwanted pregnancy and the horrors of
back-street abortions.

Alton’s supporters polemicise against
the 1967 act as having given women
‘free abortion on demand’. But in fact
the 1967 act did not legalise abortion.
Instead it created some exceptions to the
general situation of illegal abortion. A
woman was allowed an abortion if she
could convince two doctors that the risk
to her health or that of her existing
children was greater than if the pregnan-
cy was terminated; or if the foetus she
was carrying was abnormal.

Below: Wendy Savage speaking against the Alton bill at Central Hall,
Westminster before the bill’s second reading: the best way to end late

abortions is to campaign against the conditions which cause them

The operation of the 1967 act was
restricted by the reluctance of GPs to
allow women abortions, by inadequate
facilities and most recently by cuts in the
NHS.

Some within the FAB campaign — for
example the Revolutionary Communist
Party (RCP) — argue we should not
defend the 1967 act precisely because it
does not establish wornen’s control over
their fertility as a right. But if the Alton
bill were passed it would restrict even
further the right of women to abortion
and would make the struggle for free
abortion on demand even harder, The
anti-abortionists understand this. So
should we.

The fundamental argument against
any amendment to the 1967 act is that
we have to establish the principle of a
woman’s right to decide if and when to
have an abortion, and to oppose further
restriction of that right.

In no society in the world, with the
exception of the Soviet Union under the
Bolsheviks, has abortion been available
on women’s demand. This is not a coinci-
dence. Abortion is a class issue but not
only in the way the Soclalist Workers
Party (SWP) pose the issue — that rich
women will always be able to afford
iliegal abortions while poor women will
not -~ although of course this is true.

Abortion is a class issue because at
present the state takes as its right the
decision on something which is funda-
mental to women’s ability to' control
their lives. For women to control their
fertility would be an important challenge
to the right of the ruling class to control
the conditions of production and repro-
duction. It would challenge the idea that
women’s role is simply that of the repro-
duction of the workforce.

As well as being a class issue, abortion
is a women’s issue, affecting all women
of all classes, although affecting them
differently. Both rich and poor women
are criminalised by having illegal abor-
tions, and all women suffer from the
ideological implications of lack of control

over fertility, from the idea that they are 15



incapable of deciding for themselves.

While the radical right — such as
Tory MP Theresa Gorman — support
women’s right to abortion on the basis
that women have the right to dispose of
their own property, the mainsiream posi-
tion of the ruling class has always been
one of opposition to women having the
right to choese on abortion, while some-
times supporting abortion in individual
cases. For example, the ruling class has
traditionally recognised that some
mothers are not ‘fit’ mothers, and has
allowed them, sometimes forced them,
to have abortions.

Former Tory cabinet minister Sir
Keith Joseph is on record as advocating
abortion for women of low status groups
(such as black or poor women). Impe-
rialism uses population control, includ-
ing forced sterilisation and promotion of
abortion, in a racisi way to assert its
dominance.

The ruling class has no qualms about
the ‘morality’ of abortion. The ruling
class is, however, very clear that women
should not have the right to cheose on
abortion. Instead parliament should lay
down the parameters for exceptions to
abortion’s illegal status, and doctors
should decide if women fit into these
exempted categories.

The ‘viability” argument

THE MAIN argument used by those who
argue for a time limit of 24 weeks s that
of ‘viability’. Both the British Medical
Association and the Royal College of
Obstetricians and Gynaecologists have
indicated their support for a 24 week
time limit, although they have indicated

that they would prefer to see this done’

through an amendment to the infant life
preservation act (which currently lays
down the 28 week limit in England and
Wales) rather than to the 1967 abortion
act. :
The crux of the argument on ‘viabili-
ty’ for its supporters is that a foetus of 24
weeks is capable of life and therefore is
entitled to the state’s protection, ir-
respective of the wishes of the woman
carrying the foetus. But, in reality, a
24-week-old foetus is in a fundamentally
different relationship to the woman than
a 24 week premature baby. The one is
completely dependent on the woman for
its food, its oxygen, its very existence,
the other is dependent on the artificial
creation of the atmosphere of the wo-
man’s body, temperature, food supply,
artificial oxygen, by hospital staff.

A 24 week-old foetus which would be
aborted is to the woman something
which is unwanted, affecting her life in a
way she does not desire. A 24 week

16 premature baby is wanted by its mother,
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and therefore everything should be done
to keep it alive.

The anti-choice movement have long
used horror stories of live foetuses, res-
ulting from late abortions, as an emotive
argument against women’s right to
choose.

The most well known of these stories
were those contained In the now discre-
dited anti-abortionists’ bible Babies for
burning.

The point of an abortion is to abort
the foetus, with as little stress to the
woman as possible. Abortions properly
performed should never result in live
foetuses. The much publicised stories of
nurses watching foetuses struggling for
life should never occur. To accept that
the foetus has rights, that abortion is
only permissible until the development
of the foetus reaches a certain stage, is to
concede restrictions on women’s rights
to do as they will with their bodies. ’

‘abortion is a class issue and
a women’s issue’

To reduce women’s choice on abor-
tion to an issue of the stage of develop-
ment of the foetus, Is to open the door to
Jfuture restrictions as technology advances
and even younger babies can be kept
alive by the creation of even better
artificial wombs.

Furthermore, Alton’s bill puts the
onus on doctors to prove that any parti-
cular abortion had been carried out
within the time limits. Because -doctors
would allow themselves a four week
safety margin — as is common at the
moment — effectively the limit would be
20 weeks. Thus, the thirty wormen a year
the 24 week option is deemed to affect
would in reality be many more. A 24
week time limit would affect 2-3000
women who currently have legal abor-
tions each year.

There are many reasons for women
seeking abortions after 20 weeks. There
are very young women who, owing to
inadequate sex education, have not rea-
lised they were pregnant. Many women
seek late abortions because their cir-
cumstances change during  their
pregnancy; their companion may leave,
they may be made homeless; or they
may simply change their minds. Any
restriction of women’s choice reinforces

the idea that women are not capable of -

making correct choices, and instead
need doctors or the state to decide for
thern.

At its second reading, 36 Labour MPs
voted for the bill, and 19 did not vote.
More may vote for the bill if it is

amended to 24 weeks thus breaking
Labour Party policy and voting against
women’s rights.

The best way to end late abortions is
to campaign against the conditions
which cause them: poor sex education,
poor facilities, restrictions on choice,
NHS delays.

MPs who really want to reduce the
numbers of late abortions could do this
in ways other than punishing women by
voting for a 24 week amendment. They
could work to improve NHS facilities by
campaigning against the cuts and by
campaigning with the National Abor-
tion Campaign for an expansion in abor-
tion facilities and {ree pregnancy testing
in doctors’ surgeries, hospitals and cli-
nics.

Twenty per cent of late abortions are
currently carried out on women who
have apptlied for an abortion before twelve
weeks.

MPs could campaign with us for a bill
which would establish free abortion on
demand, and so allow women to get safe,
early abortions on their own say so. In
countries such as Sweden and the Ne-
therlands where abortion is available on
demand up to twelve weeks, the rate of
late abortions is much less than here.

No matter what changes were made to
decrease the need for late abortions
however, abortion must always be avail-
able to women as a last resort, and it
must be available as and when women
require it.

The importance of developing an un-
derstanding of the programimatic im-
portance of abortion for women’s libera-
tion and socialism is shown by the La-
bour vote on Alton’s bill and the fact that
even some members of the Campaign
group vated for the bill.

The Labour Party has consistently
refused to apply a three line whip on the
issue and even the Campaign group has
refused to hold to account its members
who voted the wrong way.

indeed, the Campaign group has
refused to support the call for a three line
whip. Even ‘left wing’ MPs are incapable
of understanding that women’s right to
control their bodies is as much a class
issue as membership of NATQ, attacks on
the NHS, or privatisation. This i3 an
indication of the groundwork still to be
done in showing the connections he-
tween abortion, women’s liberation and
socialism @

© Gill Lee is co-author, with Leonora Lioyd
and Valerie Counltas, of a Socialist Outlook
pamphlet, Fight Alton’s Bill — Abortion
and Women’s Liberation, available at 50p
(plus 20p p&p) from Socialist Qutlook, PO
Box 705, London, SW19 I1HA.
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