Statisticiand against the cuts? II

In the editorial I wrote in RSN 20 I tried to express (perhaps too baldly)
the following argument: if statisticiansg are by and iarge technicians of social
controi, then what is radical about defending their jobs? 1 didn't elaborate
the first part of the argument since it seemed to me a .osition probably shared
by =ost peodle in RadStats. I only quoted the editors of Demystifying...; 1
could also claim support from many aticies in past RSNs, inciuding John Bibby's
in no.”l; and also from Cathie Marsh's convincing av:lication of it to the
rarticular case of oninion polisters in Demystifying...

But, says Cathie Marsh in her ietter in RS¥ 21, the "proof" that statisticlans
and "techniciagns of the welfare shate” aren't azents of social control, but just
workers doing an imnortant job, is that their jobs are beinz cut; which is about
as silly as saying that the fact that the zovernment is refusinz to subsidise
some sectors of industry is proof that those sectors aren't out to make a »rofit -
it's not that they're not tryinz, they're just not succeeding well enough! If
industry is beinz "restructured”, as they say, then of course that implies cuts
in jobs. ith statistics as with other industries, the Tories just want a better
return on investment, hence the rhetoriec of "cost-effectiveness", hence also
their wiiiingness to consider new statistical measures, such as the Taxes and
Prices Index, where they can smell a wrofit.

Incidentasly, why is the T°I an "outrageous [arce" while the Retail .rice Index

is, by implication, "high quality technical information"? Technicaliy the two

are zbout as bad as each other, and they are both intended t¢ maniouliate wage
demands and wage settlements. Of course it was crude 0 ortunism for the Tories

to introduce the TPI just when they were shifting taxes from incomes to expenditure;
if anyone had accepted the substitution it would, as usuai with opportunistic
manoeuvres, have come badly unstuck, since the T+'I 1s now risinz much faster.

The "Jid weft"” is always more at home attacking noverty than vrepression, and the
ashects of each that they don't attack are the ones that they've maintained
whenever they've been in pnower, and which have a 'lace in their vision of the
future. Hence the coademnation of noverty caused by unem:loyment - which can

be out:awed as "varasitism” .iater on - and the silence concernins the overty

of aitienated iabour at any wage - which wilil be necessary to increase produztivity.
Hence the defence of the statistical apparatus in 3zenerai - it ~ili even need
further extension if every aspect of jeo le's lives 1s to be rationa..y niained

by ex erts - combined with denouncing soecific bits, esrecia:i.y thise mansaged

by orivate enter rise (Stalin didn't piss around with ovinisn :ouis, oh no!).

fy editorial wasn't in fact addressed t» the Jeandertha: Old eft, whose

digan earance from the ranks of RadStats I had »:timistica.ly assumed, but to

a "New" Left which is verfectly a'mare of the reoressive rose of statistics,

combats it in everyday work situations, and in the course Of RadStats activities,
but neverthe.ess sees no better so:ution than to2 condemn a.. statistica. cuts

and defend statisticians' jobs. “hat position, I suzgested, is incoherent, but

of course we need to come up with aiternative so.utions. The senera. tratexy

I'd suggest is that vwhere the State can't or won't rerform certaln functions
essentia: to our weifare we have to find our own uays of seeing that those functions
are verforned: 1if it can't -rotect us {rom beinz attacked in the streets we

have to defend ourseives; if it -son't make housinz azvaliabie, 2r the earaings

with which to buy it, we squat; and so on. T"Radicai™ osrofessionais can often

piay an extreme.y usefu. ro.e, by eoreadini their ex -ertise around, by contributing
out of hish earnines when sti.. have jobs, and by conatributinz their time when

they dmn't, e.z. doctors and medica. workers in setting u, a.ternative hea.th

care (a thoush of course usefur ski.is are more often found sutgide Lhe ranks

of ‘rofessiona s: buiiding workers, agricuitura: workers, mechanics, ete.).
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In the case of statisticians it is much less obvious (~t least tc me) whether
and how our expertise might be usefu Ly recyc.ed. We have a ro.e in countering
propaganda which couid be expanded, but that is perhaps not enouzh; hence 2y
suggestion of an Unemp.oyed Statisticlans subgroun to address precise.y these
sorts of questions (but of course we don'* have to wait tili we're unemoioyed).

wast but not .east, the prob.ems of surviving without a job in the short term.
I did not arsue in the editoria. that statisticians shou.dn't defend their own
jobs; on the contrary I made it clear that I sympathised [ would do the same
if I had a job if on.y because we're ai. entit.ed to a reasonabie standard of
iiving (atthough many statisticians are zrossiy over.aid). But for RadStats

to simiiy condemn statistical cuts is to turn its back on its many perfect.y
va+id anaiyses of the roie of statistics and statisticians. And when Cathie
Marsh (who turned L 0, was it, the other week) urges everyone "to stand un for
the importance of their jobs", I wonder where her outdated ci.ass anaiysis is
going to take her next - su-port for the navai ratings facin: redundancy? Why
not, they have to eat too and they don't own any means of .roduction.

(?.s. The figures given on p.7 in ASN 21 for "euts in zovernment statistics"
do not say cuts in what, and couid well be interpreted as cuts in statistica.
series (measured somehow). In fact they are cuts in expenditure. The cuts in
staff are quite possib.y greater. But the cuts in avaliabte statistics are
substantia..y less (however measured) because of such factors as computerisation
and very much higher prices for statistical pubiications. Just so we doa't
treat fisures as careless.y as the opposition...)

Defensive reactions from BSSR3

“hether in haste or in anger, [ don't think Co:in Thunhurst read 7y comments

on BSSAS office work »rroseriy. My »0int was that if office volunteers are
obtained throush an a i1ieal to RadStats - on the basis of solidarity, RadStats
use of the office for mai., whatever - without zebera. invoivement in mainstreanm
B3SRS activities (social or economic statisties, say, is fairiy veripheral),

then the result is .ikeiy to be {cheap or free) a.ienated iabour, division between

menia. and inteilectual workers, and ai. the rest. Co:iin didn't address this
wint.

I didn't say BS3RS was centrailsed; and "ziamour" is obvious.y re.ative, e.x.

writing articies re.ative to ty ing them out. I think much of the work done by
BSSRS is exce-ient. It wouldn't, after a.i, be worth writinz to the Tory -~arty
offices say with simiiar criticisns; but in view 9f the defensive reaction of

Co:in and others - to what was a specific irije not a genera. siagging off - I

wonder whether it was worth it in the case of B3SRS either.

John uvintott
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