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A Bed For The Night

I hear that in New York
At the corner of 26th Street and Broadway
A man stands every evening during the winter months
And gets beds for the homeless there
By appealing to passers-by

It won’t change the world
It won’t improve relations among men
It will not shorten the age of exploitation
But a few men have a bed for the night
For a night the wind is kept from them
The snow meant for them falls on the roadway

Don’t put down the book on reading this, man

A few people have a bed for the night
For a night the wind is kept from them
The snow meant for them falls on the roadway
But it won’t change the world
It won’t improve relations among men
It will not shorten the age of exploitation

Bertolt Brecht
Poems 1913–1956 (London, Minerva)





Introduction

At the start of the twenty-first century, state welfare remains in crisis.
In Britain this crisis is palpable. The state’s long-term commitment to
pensions for the elderly is under threat, existing pensions are miserly and
the government refuses to restore the link with earnings. The National
Health Service faces a continuing crisis of underfunding, while New
Labour has made it clear that it intends to introduce substantial privati-
sation into the NHS by allowing commercial companies, supported and
underwritten by government, to provide health care for the NHS for
profit. Educational provision is becoming more fragmented, less compre-
hensive and more selective; again the private sector is being encouraged
to take a greater role in the provision of educational services. In the
Higher Education sector New Labour has brought in student fees, which,
alongside maintenance loans, leave the vast majority of students with
massive debts on graduation and exclude children from working-class
families from universities in the first instance. Benefits are becoming
increasingly stigmatised and miserly and are often tied in to a form of
‘workfare’ where recipients have to work for their benefits. Council
housing is in traumatic decline, there is a massive problem of homeless-
ness and in the private sector mortgage arrears and house repossessions
are at historically high levels. Finally, social work is becoming more puni-
tive, and social workers more stretched and stressed as they try to deal
with their clients’ needs in an atmosphere of stringent austerity. In every
major area of service delivery private, for-profit companies are playing a
greater role in the provision of welfare. For each of these companies the
interests of shareholders are paramount. The shift in the mix of welfare
providers has had a deleterious effect on the services provided for the
working class, for the poor and for those in need.

Britain is not unique. In the US a similar neo-liberal agenda is behind
cuts in various state welfare programmes, leaving increasing numbers of
the poor working-class population to fend for themselves in the most
heartless manner. Neo-liberal agendas operate throughout much of the
‘Third World’ where the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank
and various governments and banks within the advanced economies
have enforced structural adjustment programmes (now termed ‘poverty
reduction programmes’) on indebted countries. This forced implementa-
tion of neo-liberalism has had a devastating impact on the provision of
food, health, education and other welfare services within these countries.

Furthermore, within the US (and increasingly within Britain) the other
side of free market policies are visible in the form of a strident authori-
tarianism. ‘Workfare’, curfews, stigma and imprisonment are all evidence



of the fact that state social policy is becoming increasingly disciplinary,
brutal and controlling. The conclusion is that in those countries following
the Anglo–American or neo-liberal model of social and economic policy,
the poor are both criminalized and abandoned by the state. 

At the same time neo-liberalism increases inequalities and allows the rich
to get richer. In the US, Britain and vast swathes of the world (including
the Third World), the 1980s and 1990s witnessed the obscene spectacle of
the already fabulously wealthy enriching themselves still further at the
expense of the already desperately poor.

In these circumstances one of the concerns of this book is to produce a
defence of state welfare and argue against neo-liberal market madness.
Against market madness because it continually places the pursuit of profit
above that of human need – indeed it is incompatible with the pursuit of
human need. This is a madness most visible, for example, in the legal case
brought by 39 of the world’s richest pharmaceutical companies (including
the British multi-national GlaxoSmithKline whose first quarter profits for
the year 2001 were over £1.5 billion) who tried to stop the South African
government buying cheap drugs to treat HIV and AIDS patients. The com-
panies claimed this practice was a breach of patent law and that the South
African government should only buy the brand-named drugs covered by
patent license. It they had been successful – which thanks to an inter-
national campaign they were not – thousands of people would have been
condemned to a painful death. For these companies protecting profit was
far more important than treating poor people with AIDS (The Guardian,
19 April 2001; The Observer, 22 April 2001).

We are for state welfare because properly funded, universal state services
free at the point of use, combined with a commitment to full employment,
can provide the minimum needed for people – young and old – to exist
and actively take part in social and political life. Of course state welfare
is often exploitative and oppressive and we neither ignore nor under-
estimate this. But the fundamental point is that we live in a world of
immense wealth with vast productive capacity, and these mean that we
could easily provide welfare services to all across the globe and hence
allow the world’s population to lead their lives with a degree of dignity.

But while we are for state welfare this is not enough. State welfare is not
a distinct or separate area of social life but exists, and is intimately tied to,
the central drives and social relations of capitalism. State welfare may
help alleviate, to some small degree, the worst manifestations of poverty,
for example, but poverty itself is created by capitalism. 

The contradictions associated with welfare are highlighted in Bertolt
Brecht’s poem A Bed For The Night, reproduced at the start of the book.
In the poem Brecht reports the tale of a philanthropist who spends hours
each night searching for accommodation for the homeless. This is a never-
ending labour of Sisyphus: each night the homeless come back, each night
the need for accommodation becomes extreme, each night there is an
immense effort in finding ‘a bed for the night’. The root cause of such
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suffering is capitalism, and the immense effort of the philanthropist does
nothing to end the exploitation inherent in the system. Yet it does protect
people – at least for one night – from the harshness of being homeless.
Brecht’s poem is a wonderful leitmotif, it encapsulates perfectly our atti-
tude to state welfare: state welfare is absolutely vital if we are to ease the
worst examples of suffering in capitalist society but it does not alter the
fundamental exploitative relations of society which cause so much harm
in the first place.

To put the argument another way, revolutionary socialists – those who
wish to replace capitalism and its ruthless pursuit of profit at all costs,
with a democratically controlled and planned social system geared to
meeting human need – are also amongst the most committed supporters
of immediate reforms and improvements to people’s lives within capita-
lism. As Rosa Luxemburg put it at the beginning of the twentieth century:

[Are revolutionary socialists] against reforms? Can we counterpose the social
revolution, the transformation of the existing order, our final goal, to social
reforms? Certainly not. The daily struggle for reforms, for the amelioration of
the condition of the workers within the framework of the existing social order,
and for democratic institutions, offers . . . the only means of engaging in the pro-
letarian class war and working in the direction of the final goal – the conquest
of political power and the suppression of wage labor. Between social reforms
and revolution there exists . . . an indissoluble tie. The struggle for reforms is its
means; the social revolution, its aim. (1900/1970: 8)

In this book we argue that classical Marxism – a tradition which is often
ignored or misrepresented within academic social policy and social work –
can provide an analysis of social welfare that is nuanced and attuned to
the contradictions of welfare in capitalist society – that is committed both
to the expansion of state welfare in the present and the abolition of capi-
talism and its exploitative social relations in the future. It is an approach
that contains concepts which aid analysis of welfare regimes and their
priorities, of welfare clients and of welfare workers – but at the same time
is committed to the fullest emancipatory project: that contains a realisable
vision of a more equal, more free and more democratic future.

Ten years ago such a project would have seemed fanciful. Marxism, in
both theory and practice we were told, had been consigned to the ‘dust-
bin of history’. In Britain ‘Thatcherism’ was rampant and opposition
apparently stifled. Within the academy the ‘detached irony’ – and often
incomprehensible language – of postmodernism was in vogue. Within
welfare theorising there was a growing (if perhaps reluctant) acceptance
of the role of markets (internal or otherwise) in service provision.

Yet the start of the twenty-first century has created an opening to
re-assert the value of Marx, of commitment and of opposition. During the
period when we have been writing this book there have been a number of
exciting developments in the world of socialist and oppositional politics.
The central turning point occurred in Seattle in November 1999 when the
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anti-capitalist movement was born. The protest in Seattle was important
because it drew together various different single-issue campaigns – for
labour rights, for environmental protection, against Third World debt,
and so on – and forged them into a single movement against neo-liberalism,
against capitalism. The movement has continued to grow and prosper
through large demonstrations in Washington, Melbourne, Millau, Prague,
Nice, Quebec, Gothenburg and Genoa. Wherever the representatives of
governments or international agencies committed to furthering the neo-
liberal agenda come together they are met by noisy protest – leading John
Pilger (The Guardian, 14 July 2001) to claim that the anti-capitalist move-
ment represents the largest international protest wave since the late 1960s. 

There are, of course, many varied ideas and perspectives within the anti-
capitalist movement – Marxism is only one strand. Yet Marxism can only
benefit from a sustained engagement with anti-capitalists. It certainly has
something powerful to say about the drives and priorities of capitalism,
its consequences on our lives and, importantly, our prospects for a better
future. Welfare themes have been part of the concerns of anti-capitalists –
concern at child labour, poverty, marketisation, privatisation – and we
believe that the classical Marxist tradition has something useful to say to
those who are against capitalism but perhaps unsure what the alternative
may be.

A second important development is the trend towards the realign-
ment of the left. In Britain the Scottish Socialist Party and the Socialist
Alliance (in both England and Wales) have grown as a significant and
sustained opposition to Labour from the left. Each of these organisations
combine a mixture of traditional left commitments to state welfare and
nationalisation, with environmental politics, clear anti-racist and anti-
sexist strategies, progressive taxation policies, a commitment to unilateral
disarmament and cancellation of Third World debt. They have drawn
activists together from various far left organisations, disillusioned Labour
party members and various left independents around a ‘united front’
of basic socialist demands. This trend towards realignment is not unique
to Britain. A Socialist Alliance network has been established in Australia,
for example, and in the US these tendencies crystallised around the
presidential election campaign of veteran environmental campaigner
Ralph Nader.

In this context we feel the time is prescient to re-evaluate the relevance
of Marxism to the theory and practice of social welfare. The book is
divided into three broad sections. In Part One, Chapter 1 we look at the
relevance of Marx. Within academia there have been tentative steps
towards a re-engagement with aspects of Marx’s work. We look at the
background to this, in particular by focusing on the growth of inequality,
the crisis of the market and the return of working-class opposition to the
neo-liberal agenda. However, if there is to be a return to Marx, we suggest,
it needs to be one that engages with the classical Marxist tradition – as
opposed to the various academic Marxisms that dominated in the late
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1960s and 1970s. Having outlined the classical tradition, Chapter 2 proceeds
to outline the key concerns of a Marxist approach to the study of social
welfare and the welfare state. 

In Part Two we move on to outline a range of concepts central to a
Marxist approach and argue that they can usefully be developed to offer
an insightful account of human welfare, welfare regimes and welfare
problems. Chapter 3 looks at the question of class and argues, contra
dominant sociological and social policy accounts, that the working class
today, though different to that of the past, contains the vast majority of
the population of the ‘advanced’ economies. We discuss and reject
notions of post-industrialism, post-Fordism and the notion of the expan-
ding white-collar middle class or service-based middle class. Following
the earlier work of American Marxist Eric Olin Wright we develop a
strongly relational model of class and class location.

Chapter 4 looks at the concept of class struggle. If class analysis has
become unpopular in recent years, the notion of class struggle has almost
disappeared from academic discourse – except as a notion to be ridiculed.
In an earlier work we provided a series of case-studies which emphasised
the salience of class struggle to welfare provision (Lavalette and Mooney,
2000a). Here we offer an account which locates class struggle within the
very dynamic of capitalism’s exploitative social relations, and which
involves conflict and confrontation over both paid work and welfare. Yet
there is nothing inevitable about such conflicts, and certainly not about
their outcome.

Chapter 5 looks at the concept of alienation – perhaps one of the richest
concepts in Marx that is directly applicable to the study of welfare.
Yet previous Marxist accounts of welfare have avoided the concept – in
no small part because the dominant academic Marxism was one influ-
enced by French philosopher and Communist Party member Lois
Althusser. Althusser, the philosophical apologist for Stalinism, dis-
missed Marx’s concept of alienation claiming it was ‘unscientiffic’. We
argue it is a vital and central element within Marxism which emphasises
Marx’s humanism.

Chapter 6 looks at oppression. In recent years, Marxism has often been
accused of ignoring oppression. Rather than being seen as the product of
class society, the roots of racism, sexism and disablism are usually located
by current theorists of oppression (insofar as they continue to use the term
and do not speak simply about ‘identity’ and ‘difference’) within parti-
cular groups of people – men, whites, straights – who are often seen as
having a material interest in perpetuating that oppression. This is a claim
that we reject. In this chapter we argue that the fight against oppression is
central to Marxism, but needs to be firmly embedded within dominant
social relations of production, part of the totality of class society.

Chapter 7 looks at capitalism and the family. Family policy is a central
part of state social policy, but such policies contain assumptions about
what families look like and what they do. The family is often portrayed as
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a haven, yet all the evidence points to the fact that it is the site of violence,
oppression, abuse and even murder. But given this, why does the family
remain so popular? Here we trace the growth and development of the
family under capitalism to explain its contradictory nature within class
divided societies.

In Part Three we move on to look at the neo-liberal assault on welfare.
Chapter 8 looks at effects of neo-liberalism on welfare across the globe,
including the impact of structural adjustment programmes on indebted
nations. The goals of the neo-liberal agenda are brutal. Yet we argue that
there is nothing inevitable about neo-liberal globalisation. Indeed we
suggest that the dominant theories of globalisation within academia
exaggerate the extent to which states are restricted from protecting and
enhancing welfarism: they are overly pessimistic about people’s ability
to resist the global multinationals.

Chapter 9 traces the evolution of the welfare state in Britain from
Beveridge to Blair. It analyses the reasons behind the post-war expansion
of welfare and locates it within the post-war boom, fuelled by what we
term ‘the permanent arms economy’. With the end of the boom there has
been increasing restrictions on welfare – first during the Labour govern-
ment of 1974–79, then during the 18 years of Conservative rule and most
recently in the Third Way – neo-liberalism by another name – of Tony
Blair’s New Labour governments.

Finally, by way of a conclusion, Chapter 10 explores some possible
welfare futures. It does this by assessing the possibilities of radical social
transformation and by reflecting on what welfare settlements may be like
in a society moving beyond the priorities of capitalism. It is important to
dream dreams and have visions of what a different kind of society might
look like. At the same time, without some notion of how we can get from
where we are now to where we would like to be, such visions can seem
like empty and futile manifestos that bear no relation to real life. For that
reason, the book ends by looking at what is usually referred to as the
question of ‘agency’ through a consideration of the powerful forces that
are now beginning to challenge the neo-liberal agenda on a world scale
and which point to the end of what has been a long and often frustrating
period for those seeking to challenge social inequality and injustice in
Britain and elsewhere.
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Part 1

The Relevance of Marx



1 ‘Was he right all along?’: Classical
Marxism and Social Policy

Following a decade and a half in which Marxist ideas were regarded as at
best obsolete, at worst the most pernicious of all the ‘grand narratives’
decried by postmodern philosophers, Marxism has begun to re-appear on
the intellectual and political agenda. The revival of interest has taken a
number of different forms. At its most surprising and most populist was
the successful nomination of Marx as ‘Greatest Thinker of the Millennium’
in a BBC Internet poll in 1999. The same year saw the publication of a
well-received sympathetic biography of Marx by a leading British jour-
nalist (Wheen, 1999). The coincidence of the collapse of the ‘Asian Tiger’
economies of Thailand, Indonesia and South Korea with the 150th
anniversary of the publication of the Communist Manifesto in 1998 led to a
rediscovery of Marx by the ‘quality’ press. Typical of the adulatory articles
appearing at this time was a Financial Times feature that concluded that
‘Marx was not only the harbinger of revolutionary hatred but a shrewd,
subtle analyst of capitalist society’ (Financial Times, 25 March 1998). The
Independent on Sunday similarly carried a three-page article in late 1997
titled ‘Was He Right All Along?’ describing Marx as the ‘the next big
thinker’ (7 December 1997). The fact that a pocket edition of the Manifesto
remained in Waterstone’s bestseller lists for several weeks in 1998 suggests
that such interest was not confined to a few journalists. 

What is perhaps more surprising is that support, albeit heavily qualified,
for Marx’s ideas also began to emerge within an academic milieu which
has poured scorn on these ideas for close to two decades. Thus in 1994 the
leading French postmodernist Jacques Derrida argued in his Specters of
Marx that: 

. . . the Marxist inheritance was – and still remains, and so it will remain –
absolutely and thoroughly determinate. One need not be a Marxist or a commu-
nist to accept this obvious fact. We all live in a world, some would say a culture,
that still bears, at an incalculable depth, the mark of this inheritance. (1994: 14)

In a review of Derrida’s book, another postmodern thinker, Richard
Rorty, while disagreeing with Derrida’s assessment of Marx, nevertheless
paid Marx a back-handed compliment by arguing for the need to challenge
class inequalities in the US and recognise class as the central divide in
contemporary capitalist societies (Rorty, 1999).

It would be wrong to exaggerate the extent or depth of this return to
Marx. As Rees has observed in a review of the phenomenon, it is a very



partial and selective reading of Marx which is now being celebrated: the
theorist of capitalist crisis but not of working-class revolution; the man
himself but not the revolutionary tradition of Engels, Lenin, Luxemburg,
Trotsky and Gramsci to which he gave rise (Rees, 1998b). Furthermore
in some notable cases the movement is in the opposite direction. The
unexpected embrace of the market by the recently ‘relaunched ‘ New Left
Review under its original editor Perry Anderson shows that the trend is
not all one way. Nevertheless, given the degree of calumny heaped upon
Marx in previous years, even the small revival of interest that is taking
place is significant and, in our view, welcome. A major aim of this book is
to encourage and contribute to that process by demonstrating the
relevance of the ‘classical Marxist tradition’ (see below) to an under-
standing of social welfare in contemporary capitalist societies. Before
then, however, it is necessary to consider why such a revival of interest in
Marx’s ideas should be taking place at this time. Four factors seem of parti-
cular significance.

New World disorder

First, there are the failures of market economies, East and West, during the
1990s. The fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of communism in the
late 1980s were widely perceived by Western commentators as signifying
the triumph of the market as the only rational way of organising society.
Politically, the fall of the East European regimes was seen, most explicitly
by US State Department official Francis Fukuyama, as ushering in ‘the
end of history’ and a ‘New World Order’ in which the ideological basis for
the conflicts which had plagued the world throughout history no longer
existed and in which future conflicts would, unlike the wars of the past,
be purely local affairs (Fukuyama, 1992). 

At the same time, the rapid growth of the ‘Tiger’ economies of
Southeast Asia during the 1980s and the first half of the 1990s was widely
seen as heralding a new era of capitalist expansion, with countries
such as South Korea, Singapore and Thailand held up by conservative
and ‘Third Way’ politicians alike as a model for Western economies
to follow. The market, once identified as the major source of inequality
in social-democratic thought, was now positively embraced by politi-
cians such as former US President Bill Clinton and British Prime
Minister Tony Blair who argued that there was no contradiction
between support for the market and a commitment to social justice
(Blair, 1998).

A decade after the fall of the Berlin Wall, these economic and political
hopes lay in tatters. A few statistics illustrate the extent to which the
market has failed to deliver prosperity to the peoples of Eastern Europe.
By the end of the 1990s, the Ukrainian economy was as third as big as
it had been in 1989. The Russian economy had shrunk by half, as had
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the Bulgarian economy. In East Germany, living standards were only
70 per cent of those in the West. A UNICEF Report from 1999 spelled
out the full extent of the impact of introducing market forces. It noted
‘significant drops in life expectancy’ in several European states and
concluded:

What we are arguing is that the transition to market economies in the region is
the biggest killer we have seen in the twentieth century, if you take out famine
and wars. The sudden shock and what it did to the system has effectively meant
that five million Russian men’s lives have been lost in the 1990s. (UNICEF, 1999
cited in Socialist Worker, 6/11/99).

As well as the woes of the Russian economy, 1998 witnessed the
re-emergence of crisis in other parts of the world economy – particularly
in economies previously seen as the most dynamic and path-breaking.
Japan and the ‘Tiger’ economies of Southeast Asia, for example, entered
what looks suspiciously like a classical capitalist crisis of overproduction
of the sort described by Marx in Capital (Sparks, 1998).

Nor, as predicted by Fukuyama, did the end of the Cold War lead to a
more stable, less conflict-ridden world. In fact, the decade between 1990
and 2000 saw two wars waged on Iraq by the Western powers; Western
intervention in the former Yugoslavia also on two occasions; up to 250,000
killed in East Timor by Indonesian troops; over a million killed in
Rwanda as a result of a civil war whose roots lie in Rwanda’s colonial
past; 30,000 killed and as many as 3 million displaced as a result of the
Turkish government’s war on the Kurds in Eastern Turkey; two wars
conducted in Chechnya by an increasingly desperate Russian ruling
class; and a host of local and regional conflicts too numerous to mention.
Alongside the general misery and suffering which these wars and economic
crises have produced for millions of ordinary people throughout the
world, a further major consequence of this new world disorder has been
the creation of mass movements of refugees on a scale not seen since the
Second World War.

The human cost of these wars – both in the immediate and in the long-
term – has been immense. As well as the vast numbers killed, injured and
maimed by these conflicts the increasing use of radioactive materials, such
as depleted uranium to coat shells and bombs, has led to environmental
devastation and a horrendous legacy of children born with a variety of
deformities, most notably in Iraq. This specific example of environmental
ruin is part of a wider trend of ecological destruction. There is a growing
recognition that the unbridled expansion of market capitalism is literally
destroying the planet. Climate change, depletion of the ozone layer, the
greenhouse effect and the development of Genetically Modified
Organisms (GMOs), for example, have all been unleashed on the planet
by corporations chasing bigger profits at all costs – each of these brings a
substantial threat to the future of humanity (McGarr, 2000).
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To take climate change, for example, there is now a growing recognition –
even by governments – that such developments threaten our existence.
In Britain, the Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution has noted:

Human-induced climate change is threatening to impose very significant shifts
in temperature, rainfall, and extremes of weather and sea levels . . . The
environmental and social consequences of such changes are potentially
catastrophic . . . [the world] is confronted with a radical challenge of a totally
new kind. Strong and effective action has to start immediately. (quoted in
McGarr, 2000: 63)

While the Union of Concerned Scientists have argued that:

There is a serious risk that the climate will change in ways that will seriously
disrupt our lives. Amongst the severest impacts: a rise in sea level, more heat
waves and droughts, more extreme weather events, producing floods and pro-
perty destruction; and tropical diseases spreading to areas where they’ve never
been known before. If we don’t take action, global warming will threaten
our health, our cities, our farms, and our forests, wetlands and other natural
habitats. (UCS, 2000)

Concern over environmental destruction brought the world’s govern-
ments together at the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil in 1992 and
in 1997 at the climate conference in Kyoto, Japan. Yet these conferences
did not produce the required action. As we discuss in Chapter 2, it may
be in the interests of capitalism in general to control the greenhouse
effect and the more astute state officials, politicians and corporations
may recognise the long-term problems they face from environmental
destruction, but capitalism in general is an abstraction. The real world is
made up of many competing capitals, each pursuing their own selfish
interests, their own unquenchable thirst for greater profits. The oil, coal,
and gas corporations, and the car and road-construction companies are
at the heart of the problem of the ‘fossil fuel economy’ – they are also
amongst the most powerful companies in the world, fêted and protected
by their governments. Although the technology to reduce dramatically
carbon dioxide production in fossil burning power plants exists and is
relatively efficient, its costs would eat into the profits of these powerful
companies. Free and integrated transport systems would immediately
undermine the ‘car culture’ and the car’s damaging exhaust emissions –
but this would threaten the profits of the gigantic car multinationals.
The pursuit of profit at all costs is bringing with it environmental
destruction which threatens the welfare of all humanity in the course of
the twenty-first century.

The reality of the New World Order, then, is one of economic crisis, the
threat of environmental catastrophe, and war. It is this disorder that has led
to interest in various ‘anti-capitalist’ social theories, including those of the
most pronounced anti-capitalist – Karl Marx.
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The growth of inequality

Alongside this sense of disorder is a second factor which has underlined
the relevance of Marx’s ideas, namely the existence of levels of inequality
which are quite unprecedented in world history. 

Since the late 1980s the United Nations has produced a series of annual
Human Development Reports. These graphically depict not only the rising
levels of inequality both at a global and national level, but also highlight
the consequences of this trend for billions of people around the world. In
its report for 1998 the UN estimated that the 225 richest people in the
world have a combined wealth of more than $1 trillion, representing
a doubling of their net-worth in the mid-1990s alone. This is equal to the
annual income of the poorest 47 per cent of the world’s population, around
2.5 billion people. Just three of the world’s richest people and families –
the Walton family, owners of the Wal-Mart supermarket and retail chain;
Warren Buffett, a leading American investor; and Bill Gates of Microsoft –
have between them assets estimated in the region of $140 billion, exceeding
the combined GDP of the 48 least-developed countries. 

The UN calculated that the additional costs of achieving and maintaining
universal access to health care and education for all, adequate food and
safe sanitation for the entire population of the world and reproductive
health care for all women amounts to only $40 billion per annum, less than
4 per cent of the combined wealth of the richest 225 people. Yet each day
an estimated $1.5 trillion is traded on stock markets around the world,
95 per cent of which represent at best a ‘bet’ on whether interests or currency
rates will rise or fall (New Internationalist, 2000).

For Marxists there is a clear and direct relationship between poverty and
wealth – the increasing accumulation and concentration of wealth in the
hands of a few will be accompanied by rising poverty for the many. In a
report published in 2000 it estimated that in the last two decades of the
twentieth century the number of people living in poverty rose to more than
1.2 billion, representing one in five of the world’s population. This included
over 600 million children (UNICEF, 2000). While Bill Gates and Warren
Buffett are enjoying their vast riches, some 500 million children under
14 are in work with somewhere in the region of 60 million children under
11 working in dangerous circumstances (Lavalette and Cunningham, 2001).

This global picture of increasing wealth concentration and rising poverty
is replicated in countries across the world. As noted above, in Russia, whose
people were promised by Western leaders in the late 1980s and early 1990s
that they would soon reap the benefits of the market, income inequality is
at its greatest levels. The share of income of the richest 20 per cent of
Russian society is 11 times that of the poorest 20 per cent (UN, 1999).
However, it is in two of the leading and richest capitalist societies – US and
Britain – that the growth of poverty and rising inequality between rich
and poor has been most pronounced in recent decades.
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In 1999 President Clinton pronounced that ‘Americans are living in an
era of unprecedented prosperity’. Yet such a claim is sharply at odds with
the picture that has been painted by a series of studies and reports. In 1998
the number of people in the US without health care cover of any kind rose
to over 45 million, around 16.5 per cent of the population. During the
mid-1990s child poverty rates, among the highest in the industrialised
world, hovered around 21 per cent. Yet at the same time America’s rich
found themselves in an even more privileged position. No less than a
Congressional Budget Office Study in 1998 pointed to the widening
income gulf between rich and poor, and the growing concentration of
wealth, which has been has a notable feature of US society during the 1990s
(Smith, 1999: 15). In its Annual Report for 1999, Forbes Magazine estimated
that the net worth of the richest 400 Americans had reached $1 trillion,
greater than the entire GDP of China (in Smith, 1999). Since the 1970s the
top 1 per cent of US households have doubled their share of national
wealth, leaving them with more wealth than the bottom 95 per cent of
American society (New Internationalist, 2000). In other words, between
1983 and 1989, the top 20 per cent of wealth holders received 99 per cent
of the total gain in marketable wealth with the bottom 80 per cent sharing
a meagre 1 per cent (The American Prospect Online, 1995). It is not simply that
the poorest sections of American society did not benefit from economic
growth during the 1980s and 1990s, their share of income actually declined
in real terms. Between 1977 and 1992 the poorest one-fifth of Americans
saw their income decline by 17 per cent compared with an increase
of 28 per cent for the top 1 per cent and a whopping 91 per cent for the
richest 1 per cent.

A similar story holds for Britain. On coming to power in 1997 the New
Labour government of Tony Blair inherited a country more unequal than
at any time since 1945. During the 1980s and 1990s Britain experienced a
massive increase in income and wealth inequalities, reversing the trend
towards redistribution, albeit of a limited nature, between 1949 and 1979.
Income inequality grew faster in Britain than in any other developed
country apart from New Zealand during the 1980s and early 1990s
(Gordon, 2000; Labour Research, 2000; Pantazis and Gordon, 2000;
Rahman et al., 2000; Shaw et al., 1999). 

Statistics on the distribution of wealth in Britain are highly inadequate.
Perhaps this is not so surprising when it is remembered that one of
Margaret Thatcher’s early decisions on coming to power in 1979 was to
abolish the Royal Commission on the Distribution of Income and Wealth
set up by Labour in 1974. However, it is possible to gleam some sense of
wealth inequalities from various government reports. Taken together these
highlight a growing polarisation between rich and poor in British society.

In the mid-1990s the richest 10 per cent had 50 per cent of marketable
wealth, the top 5 per cent owned 38 per cent and the richest 1 per cent
accounted for 19 per cent. By contrast the share of the poorest 50 per cent
was only 8 per cent (Labour Research, 2000). The richest 21 people owned
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