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WHEN THE WORKERS RISE

FRANCE 1968

BY SEAN MATGAMNA, WRITTEN 1968

“Ihate the revolution like sin” said the hang-
man of Ger many’s 1918 revolution, the
Social Democrat Ebert. Less direct, but
equally clear after the events in France, is the

recent statement of the parliamentary leader of the
French Communist Party, Robert Balanger: “When we
talk about the revolution we now think in terms of a
political struggle in which our party agrees tofight the
bourgeoisie with their own weapons.”

The PCF leadership does not, of course, openly hate the
revolution. Its feelings are repressed, producing a sort of
“hysterical blindness”. It simply refuses to see the revolu-
tion even when it looms up suddenly in front of it.

There was, we are told, no revolutionary situation in
France: only ultra-lefts say there was. Since what is ultra I
eft at any given moment is determined, by the current
stance of the PCF, which is forever shifting to the right, the
ultra-left gets bigger all the time. It now includes those
bourgeois journalists who have depicted the real situation
and the actual roles of the participants in events.

In 1920, for the benefit of some real ultra-lefts, Lenin de -
fined the cardinal conditions for revolution: “For revolu-
tion it is necessary that the exploiters should not be able to
live and rule in the old way. Only when the “lower class-
es” do not want the old way, and when the “upper class-
es” cannot con tinue in the, old way, then only can the rev-
olution be victor ious. This truth may be expressed in other
ways: revolution is impossible without a national crisis,
affecting both the exploiters and the exploited. It follows
that for revolution it is essential, first, that a majority of
the workers [or at least a majority of the class conscious,
thinking, politically active workers] should fully under-
stand the necessity for revolut ion and be ready to sacrifice
their lives for it; secondly, that the ruling classes should be
in a state of governmental crisis which draws even the
most backward masses into pol itics [a symptom of every
real revolution is: the rapid, ten fold and even a hundred-
fold increase in the number of hith erto apathetic represen-
tatives of the toiling and oppressed masses capable of
waging the political struggle], weakens the government
and makes it possible for revolutionaries to overthrow it.”
(Left Wing Communism).

Which of the above conditions obtained in France? Was
there an objectively revolutionary situation in France? If
so, how and why did it develop and what happened to it?

ECONOMIC SITUATION

In 1967 the standards of the French workers were seri-
ously cut. Social security charges were raised by £250
million, extracted from the workers. Consumer prices
had already in ten years risen by 45%. And wages?

Whereas national wealth since 1958 had risen nearly 50%,
workers had bene fited little. One fifth of the total industri-
al labour force had a take-home pay of less than £8 a
week.

Despite expansion, France’s economy is sick: the only
west European country in which the share of employment
in manufacture has declined. With a decline in industrial
in vestment, France finds herself at the bottom of the
league for industrial expansion. Stagnation in the build-
ing industry has led to the most chronic housing short-
ages in Western Europe.

Against this background, the deflationary cuts of 1967,
merging with the world economic slackening, generated
the highest level of unemployment in 15 years. In January
1968 it was half a million, having increased in twelve
months by 32% (51% in the Paris region, and 59% in the
run-down northern mining areas). Most indicative of a
sick economy, and a sick system, is that 23% of the total
unemployed are young; many never had a job.

The first spectacular explosion was among the students.

Not integrated into a bureucratised, domesticated routine
of day-to-day’ struggle, and sensitive to ideological move -
ments, they were the first to respond to the growing crisis.
Already in the early 60s they had been the main force of
solidarity with the Algerian revolution, and lately the
Viet nam issue had produced another militant mobilisa-
tion.

REVOLUTIONARY TRADITION

France’s labour movement is marked by a revolu-
tionary temper expressed in spontaneous out-
bursts of class action going right back to the first
workers’ state, the Paris Com mune of 1871, and

also in the allegiance of the workers to what they have
regarded as the revolutionary party.

Already in 1936 a similar wave of sit-in strikes engulfed
France, to be hoodwinked by the bourgeois Popular Front
government and the Communist Party. In 1944 the armed
communist workers of the resistance started to take over
the country. They had disarmed the Paris police and
begun to take over the factories, only to be again deflect-
ed from their purpose by the leaders of the Communist
Party, who enter ed the bourgeois coalition govern and
disarmed the workers, helping the capitalists to rebuild
their state. Again in 1947 a mass strike wave hurled back
the advance of de Gaulle’s then neo-fascist party.

Traditionally the PCF is the workers’ party, and gets
25% of the total vote. Thorez, its late leader, claimed pri-
macy in developing the theory of peaceful roads to social-
ism. After its expulsion from the government at the begin-
ning of the Cold War, it again assumed the role of an old
social-reform ist party in opposition, biding its time and
the workers’ time too. It differed from an ordinary social
democratic party only in its allegiance to Moscow and in
its rigidly undemocratic internal regime.

The PCF has, partly because of its unrestrained meth-
ods, effectively retained control of the working class,
using demagogy and smashing down with violence of
various types and degrees on any opposition to its
class-collaborationist policies. It suppresses the sale of
Trotskyist literature to this very day by systematic thug-
gery, which increased sharply in the last year as the ten-
sion built up.

Besides the CP, there is a variety of bourgeois and petit
bourgeois “left” parties, some gleaning workers’ votes. In
the last three years efforts at unity have led to the forma-
tion of a Federation of the Radical and Socialist left, com-
posing the Socialist Party, Republican Clubs, and the
rump Radical Party (worn-out bourgeois liberals).

Essentially a re-alignment of the parliamentary riff-raff
of the Fourth Republic, the Federation is led by one
Frangois Mitterand (eleven times a minister, Colonial
Minister in 1950-51 and a defence witness for ultra-right
OAS leader Salan at his trial). They plan finally to merge
into a social democratic party, with a predominantly petit
bourgeois base. Collectively they dispose of four and a
half million votes, but that is no match for the amalgam of
Rightist groups making up de Gaulle’s party.

And so the Left Federation’s eyes have turned to the
pariah party, the PCF.

The PCF also wants unity. Not revolutionary unity for
struggle in factories and streets with the followers of the
Federation but a parliamentary unity with the cynical
scoundrels like Mollet and Mitterand who dupe and
betray the petit bourgeois and the non-Communist work-
ers.

The PCF supported Mitterand for President in 1965, as
a gesture of goodwill without making demands. In the
1967 election they formed an alliance against the Gaullists,
col lectively gaining 59 seats. CP secretary Rochet made it
clear that their policy was neither for communism nor

When ten million
workers had
capitalism by the
throat

Major social revolts don’t happen all that often, but
when they do they light up the social sky to reveal

a world beyond our own worldd of capitalist rule and
working class exploitaion. A socialist world reshaped
and ruled by the working class. A remade working class
world in which the central working class value of soli-
darity — class solidarity, human solidarity —  and not as
now, the bourgeois drive for profit, rules society.

These two articles deal with great working class
upsurges. The whole of France, in May 1968, suddently
seized the factories and grapped French capitalism by the
throat. Miners in Britain spent a year confronting in open
social warfare the Thatcher Tories who were changing
Britain into what it is now: a paradise for exploitation, in
which effective trade unionism — the right to take action
with workers outside your own immediate wage con-
cerns, the solidarity strike — is outlawed. A place where
the government boasts that British workers have the least
legal protection of any “advanced country”, bar that of the
USA, against being exploited, killed by employer negli-
gence, or being thrown out of work at short notice.

In both France and Britain the workers’ movement
described here was defeated. Different sorts of defeat. 

In Britain the miners were smashed down savagely and
thereafter the British working class movement was at the
mercy of the Thatcher government.

In France the workers won major concessions from the
government and employers desperate to put an end to the
general strike. Their defeat was the defeat of the potential
of their movement to win more than concessions — to win
power in France and put and end to capitalism.

In both France and Britain a better socialist movement,
had it existed, might have made the difference between
victory and defeat.

In Britain, such a movement could have organised soli-
darity action of other industries besides the miners, that
would have meant defeat for the government — as the
Tory government had been defeated and driven from
office in February 1974.

In France a stronger socialist movement would have
helped the revolutionary workers to know what to do to
put an end to capitalism in France.

A socialist movement capable of doing such work in
such situations is not built, though it may grow enor-
mously, in the heat of big working class battles. It is pre-
pared in advance of this battle, in the mundane work of
selling newspapers, talking socialism to individuals and
convincing them to become active socialists. 

In work such as explaining to new generations great
events in working class history, such as France May 1968
and in Britain 1984-5. 

That is the point of this pamphlet issue of Workers’
Liberty.

Sean Matgamna
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WORKERS’ LIBERTY
PAMPHLETS

• A workers’ guide to Ireland
• Marxism and religion (Jan 2006)
• Taking socialism onto the shop floor Communist
Party factory bulletins (March 2006)
• Nine days that shook Britain — The 1926 General
Strike (May 2006)
• Iran — revolution and counter revolution 1978-9
(June 2006) 
• The betrayal of the Spanish workers’ revolution
1936-7 (Sept 2006) 
• What is the Third Camp? (Oct 2006) 
• The other history of American Trotskyism (Nov
2006)
• For a workers’ voice in politics — John McDonnell
for Labour leader (Dec 2006)
• The 1707 Act of Union and the rise of the Scottish
working class (Feb 2007)
• What Trotsky on Mexico can tell us about Venezuela
and Chávez (March 2007)
• 1917: Revolution for freedom and equality (April
2007) £1
• Solidarity, yes! Boycott, no! Why supporters of  “two
states” should not join the “smash Israel” boycotters
(June 2007)
• Troskyists and the creation of Israel (July 2007)
• Trotsky, the Spartacus of the 20th century  (Aug
2007)
• How can we best help the Palestinians? (Sept 2007)
• Marx’s Telescope — The Grundrisse (Dec 2007)
• Fair Trade or Free Trade (January 2008)
• When workers rise part 1 (April 2008)

50p per issue unless otherwise stated, post free. £8 for
all nineteen issues. Write to PO Box 823, London, SE15
4NA. Cheques payable to “AWL”.



SOLIDARITY

WHEN THE WORKERS RISE

socialism — but for “an end to the regime of personal
power” and “a little bit more justice for the working
man”.

Both the Left Federation and CP in fact accept the de
Gaulle constitution imposed ten years ago by the army
they merely wish to cut “Bonaparte”down to the size of a
strong president by revoking Article 16. The biggest pract -
ical difference between the CP and LF is that one looks
east to Moscow and the other west to Washington. And
that means, ironically, that the CP supports de Gaulle’s
foreign policy, while the LF opposes it.

But necessity makes strange bedfellows. Sharing a pers -
pective of a peaceful, endless road to an impossible
“social ism” the CP and LF have a lot in common: to be
precise, 49% of the vote in 1967.

With a growing bond of mutual utility, things were
look ing bright. Time would smooth out the disagreements
on foreign policy. Meanwhile the electoral margin would
grow, the General would get older and maybe one day
die: all was well and getting better.

But then the bloody workers went and spoilt it all by
taking thing’s into their own hands. For them. of course,
things had been bad and were getting worse.

THE UNIONS

No more than 30% of France’s workers are
unionised, split into three blocks: Force
Ouvriere (“Socialist”), 600,000 members; CFDT
(Catholic) 750,000 members; and the biggest

and most important, the CGT (“Communist”), with
1,900,000 members. (A decline from 5 million at the end of
the war.)

The colours of the CGT banner are red and yellow: red
for the workers and their aspipations, yellow for the stal-
inist bureaucrats and their way of life.

Were the CP and CGT revolutionary, with a realistic
pers pective of mobilising the workers in class struggle,
then the discontent of the French workers would have
developed openly in mass struggles. But the antics of the
CGT in day to day industrial issues have made them past
masters at rep ressing the militancy of the workers, paral-
leling industrially the CP’s role politically.

Thus the CGT deliberately divides the workers, factory
from factory, grade from grade, conducting separate, iso-
lat ed, limited strikes instead of serious struggles. Such
demor alising tactics as half-hour strikes in a single shop,
token one-day general strikes and extreme timidity in
demands have contributed to the explosive frustrations
and led to the fall-off in membership since the war.

As unemployment grew, as social shortages like hous-
ing remained chronic and social benefits and real wages
were cut, the meanderings of the CGT only masked and
disguised the resentment, and thus prepared the sudden
and violent character of the explosion.

Last autumn (1967) they called for a general strike
against the cuts, a token strike like so.many others. There

was little response. This must have encouraged the
bureaucrats to explain their own behaviour in terms of
working class apathy. They forgot, these bureaucrats who
are accustomed to commands from above, that the work-
ing class isn’t an orchestra to play to order, that it must
develop confidence in itself and in its leaders before it will
respond — and there had been too many token strikes in
France.

The whole behaviour of the PCF and the CGT since 1944
and earlier, and particularly the industrial antics of the
CGT, had been designed to destroy any confidence in the
workers’ own ability to win. They needed a fighting lead,
the prospect of a struggle rather than a charade, to rouse
them with the hope of winning.

This hope the student movement, with its magnificent
struggle on the barricades and in the streets — in the great
tradition of the Commune itself — gave them.

STUDENT GUERILLAS

The students, free from the restraint of an ingrained
loy alty to the PCF, were responsive to revolution-
ary propa ganda (Trotskyist, Castroist, Maoist)
which helped them develop the revolutionary

elan to face the state in pitched battles.
When they stood up courageously in protest against

pol ice occupation of the Sorbonne, they were joined on
the Night of the Barricades (10 May) by many unem-
ployed youth, attracted by their militancy. According to
the assist ant editor of L’Express these fought most bitterly
and, of the 30,000 on the barricades, were the last to leave.

The heroism of students and unemployed against the
brutal police riveted the attention of the workers, who
lloath the police, especially the strike-breaking CRS. A
wave of sympathy swept through the working class.

To head off moves for serious solidarity action the
unions called a one-day token general strike — one more
token strike. But the response on 13 May was anything
but token. Ten million workers, three times and more the
num ber organised in trade unions, struck.

Meanwhile the students’ insurrection, and the very
threat of a general strike had forced the government to
retreat. The students had won.

And the workers, who had earlier ignored the call for a
futile pseudo-struggle, under the baton of the CGT.
bureau crats, suddenly had found a blueprint for their
own needs — they too would go out to win. The single
spark of student action had landed on dry tinder.

Meant by the leaders as a safety valve, 13 May only con-
vinced the workers of their own strength. Immediately an
aggressive mood built up. In spite of the general return to
work ordered for 14 May , some strikes continued. From
16 May the takeovers began. Workers seized Sud-Aviat -
ion; the students seized the universities. The workers in
the most militant factory in the country, Renault at
Biflancourt, took control.

By the weekend a million workers throughout France

had seized the big plants. The Red Flag was hoisted over
the means of production. The strikers demanded wage
rises, shorter hours and “a real policy to deal with unem-
ploy ment”. A great wave was rising, one which placed in
quest ion the very foundations of the capitalist system: its
property.

THE REARGUARD OF THE ADVANCE

This was entirely spontaneous. The CGT and other
unions had remained in the background. Now the
CGT endorsed the strikes and takeovers, moving
quickly to catch up with the runaway workers.

But it made it plain that at that stage, with only a milhon
out, it was not calling a general strike.

But still the strikes continued to spread like. a grass fire.
Desperately now the CGT fought for control of the work-
ers’ movement. “The behaviour of the Communists has
been fascinating to watch. From the beginng of the crisis
they have been more concerned to crush the guerilla
chaflenge of their left than to overthrow M. Pompidou’s
government” (Observer, 26.5.68).

The students, who had detonated the workers’ revolt,
were the first target in the CGT’s campaign to reassert its
control. At the beginning of the upsurge L’Humanite (the
PCF’s daily paper) had denounced them. Now it resorted
to demagogy about outsiders interfering in the affairs of
the workers. The student leader Dany Cohn-Bendit was
con sistently referred to in their usually chauvinist press as
“the German”.

Students were refused the right to participate in work-
ers’ demonstrations. When on 17 May they marched to
Billan court they were refused access by CGT officials (but
workers came out over the road to greet them).

Later, the only CGT posters at Renault were numerous
warnings about... sellers of “ultra-left” literature! A stu-
dent plan to march on the Radio building on the 18th to
protest against Government news control had to be can-
celled be cause the CGT denounced it as a “provocation”
and warned all workers against taking part.

Yet despite all this, the CGT afid CP had to run very fast
just to keep up with the growing wave of workers’
actions. “The paradox which underlies this controlled
chaos is that the Communist unions and the Gaullist gov-
ernment they appear to be challenging are really on the
same side of the barricades... only in this way (i.e., by
endorsing strikes) can the apparatus which leads the
Communist unions retain its control and protect its base
from contamination. Economic dislocation and incredible
inconvenience are the price which French society is hav-
ing to pay to head off an insurrection ary movement which
no-one saw coming and few have yet understood”
(Observer, 19.5.68).

By 23 May the peak of the wave was reached, with ten
million workers in possession of the factories up and
down the land: control seemed to have slipped out of the
bourgeoisie’s hands.
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TWO PERSPECTIVES

By its scope, tone and temper the mass strike
was in surrectionary — the workers’ drive was
clearly for a total re construction of society. It
raised inescapably the big quest ion: which

class is to rule? A choice of two perspectives faced the
workers: keep physical control and take over en tirely
and go forward; or else settle for big concessions by
way of ransom from the powerless bourgeoisie, which
would — for the moment — gladly make them.

To attain workers’ power the necessary steps were:
a. To prepare organs of workers’ power by generalising

the factory committees (already taking many decisions
not normally taken by workers) into local, regional and
finally a national council of workers’ delegates — thus
opposing an embryonic workers’ state to the bourgeois
state.

b. Begin to actually run the factories, under control of
the workers’ councils.

c. Decisively smash and dismantle the bosses’ state  —
and consolidate the new order as a workers’ state.

Was this physically possible? What was the relation-
ship of forces?

The workers had the factories. On 23 May the Police
Union declared itself in sympathy with the strikers, and
un willing to be used against them. The unknown quanti-
ty was the army: because of military discipline the only
way to test the conscript soldiers is to confront them with
a struggle which forces them to choose — and gives them
an opportun ity to cross over.

In the Times Charles Douglas Home (Defence corres-
pondent) wrote: “In an extreme emergency the troops
could be brought into operation, but it is appreciated that
they could be used only once, and then only for a short
while, be fore the largely conscript army was exposed to a
psycholog ical battering in a general campaign of subver-
sion which it would probably not withstand.” (31.5.68).
This would con firm all past revolutionary experience.

The nominal armed strength of the bourgeoisie was:
83,000 police including 13,500 CRS; 61,000 gendarmes;
261,000 soldiers in France and Germany. In a clash they
could only firmly rely on a few battalions of regular sol-
diers, and pre sumably the CRS.

But there were 10,000,000 strikers, and over 400,000
members of the CP alone. Yet the CPF and their apolo-
gists say the workers would have faced massive defeat
had they attempted revolution.

In fact it is clear that with a minimum preparation, dur-
ing the mass strike, the bourgeois state could have been
smash ed and dismantled. The strongest element of
“material” force that protected the bourgeoisie was the
reformist, social democratic routine, the
anti-revolutionary legalist  pacifist theory, and plain funk
of the CPF leadership.

A party aiming at leading the working class to power
in that situation would face the following tasks:

1. to raise the slogan of a workers’ and farmers’ govern -
ment, as the immediate objective of the strike;

2. popularise the idea of workers’ council of self-
admini stration to organise the life.of the country and
begin to elab orate a counter-state, leading to dual power
such as that in Russia between the rise of the workers’
councils (soviets) in February and their victory in
October 1917.

3. it would begin to form workers’ militias, initially its
own cadres, drawing in militants from all the factories —
thus arming the workers for an uprising to disarm and
sup press the paralysed organs of bourgeois power and
estab lish the workers’ state.

A revolutionary party would have propagated this
long before the upsurge. But even in the middle of the
strike, such a programme of action, by a party with the
ear of the masses, would have galvanised the workers —
and at least led to a period of dual power.

WHAT ROCHET’S “REVOLUTIONARIES” DID

But the “revolutionary party” chose a different
course: in itially it did not even dare pose the
resignation of de Gaulle and his government as
an objective of the strike! Amidst the greatest

workers’ movement for decades, and France’s
biggest-ever general strike, the CP/CGT concentrated
on getting wage concessions.

Running hard to keep control of the workers and to iso-
late the students and revolutionaries, the CGT and CFDT
from the start of the upsurge demanded talks with the
Gov ernment. (The Morning Star, 25.5.68, took Pompidou
to task for being slow to reply!) Even the Catholic CFDT
went further than the “communist” union in demanding
structur al reforms to the system, as well as
bread-and-butter con cessions: and in fact they remained
consistently to the left of the CGT.

By the morning of 27 May they had got their “big con -
cessions”: 10% all round increase; 35% rise in minimum

wage: progress to a 40-hour week: social security cuts
rescinded, etc. (By way of a tip, CGT leader Georges
Seguy was promised that henceforth the CGT too would
be elig ible for government subsidy for the training of its
offi cials... )

The size of these concessions is the measure of the boss -
es’ desperate need to enable their labour tenants to pla-
cate the workers.

The happy band of bureaucrats, smiling and giving the
thumbs-up sign for thi cameras, hurried to Billancourt,
symbol of labour militant, to bring the glad tidings —
and call off the strike.

But the proletariat is an ungrateful class. Seguy and
Fran chon, the CGT bosses, were shouted down, and their
“big concessions” scorned.

All over France the same thing happened: the workers
re fused to call off the strike. They wanted more — in fact
they wanted everything. But the CP and its union — built
over decades on talk of socialism — stood four-square
across their path, dithering and wriggling. And so,
instead of ad vance, there was stalemate.

And now? Who could control the workers and end the
bosses’ period in limbo?

The General seemed eclipsed, and there was nothing
re motely resembling a government in sight. The students
and revolutionaries, despite the CP’s anathema, were
gaining. “The incredible success of the student leaders
was to rally... thousands of young workers disgruntled
with the stick-in- the-mud unions... “ to a mass rally on
the 27th. Despite a number of CP counter-meetings,
30,000 attended, demon strating the chasm that separated
the timid leaders from large sections of the workers.

But what was to be done? Mitterand on 28 May hurried
in with a solution to harness the workers’ energies in the
best interests of capitalism and of... Mitterand: a Provis -
ional Government to supplant De Gaulle immediately
headed by Mitterand, with Mendes-France as Premier.

Naturally the CP agreed — but it had to haggle with
these bourgeois politicians in whose small shadow it
chose to walk, for a promise of a place in the new
Government. A mass demonstration for “a change of pol-
icy opening the way to progress and democracy” covered
Paris, two miles long, on the 29th. It looked as if by sheer
strength of the mass move ment the left leaders and the
CP would be lifted into the saddle — despite their earlier
reticence.

But then de Gaulle came back on stage, having met
Gen eral Massu and arranged for CRS reinforcements and
tanks to converge on Paris. On 30 May he made his sec-
ond, bell igerent, speech, drawing confidence from the
proven timi dity of his opponents and their ability to
dupe and confuse the masses, rather than from any other
real strength he and his class possessed.

Recognising that the strike must end either in insurrec-
t ion or collapse, he said in effect to the cowardly social
demo crats of the “Communist Party”: “Attempt to take
power, or put your hands up!” Knowing his opponents,
and perhaps preparing their retreat, he announced a
General Election.

VANGUARD OF THE RETREAT

Within two hours of the ultimatum, in a sit-
uation where they were not merely strong
enough to boycott any capitalist election
but could actually prevent it being held,

the heroes of the CPF announced that they accepted
this election, stage-managed by the Gaullist statel
“There was [in de Gaulle’s speech] also an element of
bluff — had he really the power to break the strike if it
continued and made elections impossible!... [How in
any case could [the election] have been organised in a
country paralysed by strikes — who would have print-
ed the voting slips?]... “ (Observer, 2.6.68).

De Gaulle could safely bluff. He was aware of one great
asset: the inbred social-democratic inertia and fear of
action of the CP, who had publicly proclaimed their
intentions by maintaining their dog-tail relationship with
Mitterand and Co. Their demand for de Gaulle’s and the
government’s resignation, so belatedly adopted, was
now dropped like hot contraband. The other “lefts” fol-
lowed, with varying de grees of protest, where the CP led.
“Even before the cabin et had announced its promise to’
respect last weekend’s wage increases, the trade unions,
disassociating themselves from the students, were
engaged in back to work talks with their employers.“
(ibid.)

With de Gaulle’s speech and the non-response of the
workers’ parties, his supporters raised their heads: “Para -
military Committees of Civic Action sprang up here and
there across the country, in one or two areas celebrating
their legitimised thuggery by firing a few shots at trade
union or CP office buildings...“ The police, which had
vacil lated, now regained its loyalty to the force which
appeared strongest, in face of the CP’s feebleness. “At
least we now know where we are “, was the general
police reaction to de Gaulle’s speech, as reported in the
Times (31.5.68). And the Gaullists took to the streets,
500,000 strong, some chanting: “Cohn-Bendit to Dachau”.



WHEN THE WORKERS RISE

5WORKERS LIBERTY

(He had habitually  been referred to in the bourgeois press
as “the German Jew”; in reply the students and young
workers took up the slogan, “We are all German Jews“,
and young Algerians, making a distinction which many
“lefts” have yet to per ceive, between Jews and the reac-
tionary State of Israel, chanted that they too were
“German Jews”).

Having accepted the elections, the CP again ignored all
but bread-and-butter issues. It explained to its militants,
as it did the latest somersault, “We have not changed —
life has”! Meanwhile, the police began to break up the
strikes, starting with the post offices, radio, TV and fuel.
The CP stood on the side-lines — warning against “ultra-
left provo cateurs”. The Morning Star reported as follows,
on 1 June, the statement of the CPF: “[it] warned today
that General de Gaulle had threatened to use “other
means than the elec tions”. 

Yet “the Communists would enter the electoral battle
with confidence and [the CPF] called on everyone to
guard against giving any opening to provocations wher-
ever they might come from... Cancellation of last year’s
social security cuts will not now be part of the present set-
tlement, because the government has said the issue should
be discussed in the new National Assembly”.

Lack of shame or self-consciousness is one major asset
these people possess.

Thereafter the CP, guided no doubt by the notorious in -
junction of their late leader Thorez that “one must know
how to end a strike”, energetically set about getting the
workers back to work, splitting up their unity (by instruct -
ing everyone to return to work as soon as their separate
settlements were made) and isolating the hard core to face
the now increasing violence of the police, which was to re -
sult in several deaths. The Party’s mind was on the com-
ing elections, as that “ultra-left” high Tory paper the
Sunday Telegraph put it: “Now there can be elections. The
energy and violence generated by the upheaval can be
canalised into a campaign for votes” (2.6.68). That is, of
course, pretty much what Balanger said in the first place.

WAS REVOLUTION POSSIBLE?

Between 16-30 May as we have seen, and even
after that, there was a mass working class move-
ment openly striving for more than just wage
concessions. There was active. support from the

petty bourgeoisie in town and coun try. (Western farm-
ers offered the workers cheap food for the duration).
The state was almost totally paralysed — even the
police wavered.

Objectively, had the movement developed in accordance
with its own drives, the ruling class would no longer have
been able to rule, and in fact their rule was momentarily
suspended. There was a deep, long-germinating national
crisis, an eruption of 20 years of working class frustration.
The deepest layers of the normally unorganised masses
were brought into action by the struggle. Conditions were
uniquely favourable for a relatively easy takeover by the
workers.

One element was lacking to transform a. revolutionary
upsurge into a revolution: the “subjective” factor. The org.
anisations of the working class of all shades and stripes
held it back, derailed it, split it up and allowed the bourg -
eoisie to ride out the storm, regain the power of its politi-
cal limbs and re-establish its suspended control. The
workers’ organisations were not merely passive or nega-
tive, but act ively hostile to the interests and the drives of
the working class. The decisive role in maintaining the

bourgeoisie in power fell once again to the Communist
Party of France.

The Paris correspondent of the Economist described it
thus: “The French Communists did everything in their
power to control the revolutionary wave, and, once the
Gen eral had made it plain that he would not abdicate, to
direct it back into electoral channels. On the night of May
30th there was a risk of conftontation between the armed-
forces and the any of labour. Next morning the risk had
vanished because the army of strikers had been dispersed.
M. Seguy the boss of the Communist-dominated CGT,
could not de mobilise his followers. But, followed by other
trade union leaders, he divided his troops into separate
battalions, each seeking additional bargains, particularly
in wages, from its employers. What had begun to look like
a frontal allack on the state, rapidly became a series of
individual skirmishes.

“And L’Humanité, the Communist daily, started to use
the language of an election campaign... the Communist
decision to call a retreat and the General’s speech marked
the turning point in the crisis. They were more decisive
than the big Gaullist demonstration that followed the
General’s speech on 31 May“ (8.6.68).

Instead of focusing the movement of the workers on the
goal of workers’ power, the most extreme demand the CP
dared make was for a change of bourgeois regime, remov-
ing the mild bonaparte de Gaulle and putting in Mitterand
as president and Mendes-France (premier when the
Algerian war started) as prime minister.

Instead of workers’ soviets, they put pressure on the
bosses’ parliament (which pressure drove the centre to the
right). Instead of revolutionary leadership, traitorous
man-oeuvring to frustrate the workers’ desires. (“Behind
the smokescreen of public polemics, M. Pompidou and
France’s Communist leaders established a secret link at
the very beginning of the strikes. Messages were
exchanged every day and it is known who the contacts
were and how they operated “, New Statesman, 7.6.68).

Instead of unity of workers, students, and farmers in
action, deliberate attempts to divide them and confine
“unity” to the parliamentary tops. Instead of a workers’
mili tia, the most cringing self-abasement and cowardice
before even the threat of the violence which it was by no
means certain de Gaulle could inflict. Instead of being the
left party, the CP and the CGT were usually to the right of
both the Catholic unions and Force Ouvriere — and even
of the bourgeois radical “socialist” Mendes-France. And
the final infamy: the government’s ban on the Trotskyist,
Maoist and anarchist groups which sparked the move-
ment didn’t even call forth a whisper of protest from the
CP or CGT.

What could have been a great revolution looks like end-
ing as a lost election, with the bourgeoisie and de Gaulle
strengthened. There is a cruel dialectic during such peri-
ods in the relationship of the three main classes in society.
The petty bourgeois rallied to the workers, propelled by
their own dissatisfaction. Had a revolutionary momentum
been maintain ed, they could have been taken along even
to the point of struggle for power. But many may now
rally behind the en trenched Party of Order in disillusion
with the Party of Revo lution which did not even dare put
forward a policy.

Again let the Paris correspondent of the Economist, who
shames the pseudo-Marxist apologists of King Street [the
CP], ex plain: “A general strike is a tactic for seizing power,
notfor persuading voters. If the Left had seized power, it
would now be the new order itself, but it stopped half way
— after frightening many floating voters amongst the

middle classes“ (8.6.68).
If they lose the elections they will naturally say it proves

there was no revolutionary situation. The point however is
that to let capitalism canalise revolutionary energy into
the rigged channels of its institutions; or to see “revolu-
tion” only through the reversed telescope lens of the boss-
es’ legality; or to try to filter an explosive mass revolution-
ary ferment through the slit in a bourgeois ballot box, is to
fore go forever the prospect of workers’ power. These insti-
tu tions are specifically designed to prop up capitalism —
not to knock it down.

MASS STRIKE MEANS REBIRTH

Nevertheless the mass strike, the
self-mobilisation of the masses, is the “natur-
al” regenerative process of a stagnant labour
movement. Writing in 1936 of the French

workers’ upsurge then, Trotsky’s description of this
process is still alive with meaning for us today: “The
strike has everywhere and in every place pushed the
most thoughtful and fearless workers to thefore. To
them belongs the initiative. They are still acting cau-
tiously, feeling the ground under their feet. The van-
guard detachments are trying not to rush ahead so as
not to isolate themselves. The echoing and re-echoing
answers of the hindmost ranks to, their call gives them
new courage.

“The roll call of the class has become a trial self-mobili -
sation. The proletariat was itself in greatest need for this
demonstration of its strength. The practical successes won,
however precarious they may be, cannot fail to raise the
self confidence of the masses to an extraordinary degree,
parti cularly among the most backward and oppressed
strata.

“That leaders have come forward in the industries and
in the factories is the foremost conquest of the first wave.
The elements oflocal and regional staffs have been created.
The masses know them. They know one another. Real rev-
olu tionaries will seek contact with them.

“Thus the first self-mobilisation of the masses has out-
lin ed and in part brought forward the first elements of rev-
olu tionary leadership. The strike has stirred, revitalised
and regenerated the whole colossal class organism. The
old org anisational shell has by no means dropped away.
On the contrary, it still retains its hold quite stubbornly.
But under it the new skin is, already visible”.

POSTSCRIPT

Of course the Gaullists won. Their opponents
got no thanks at all for allowing the elections
to take place: and they fail ed to win the elec-
toral support of many petty bourgeois and

even some workers who had actively supported the
move ment in May. Any party which abandons its forti-
fied position to fight on its opponents’ ground is bound
to get the worst of allpossible worlds.

The Gaullists fought on a slogan of Never Again —
cash  ing in on the inability of the workers’ parties in May
to go beyond the necessary anarchy of the strikes. And this
slogan appeal to many who during the strikes had seen
the anarchy as a prelude to something better, but who in
disillusionment now saw them only as an interlude to
anarchy leading to if possible repression.

The CP and Left Federation, remaining silent at the CRS
re-occupation of the Sorbonne and the brutality of the
police, took the same line and thus endorsed the Gaullist
propaganda: “Keep the Gaullists and there may be a big-
ger explosion later!“

But the lefts’ respectability was easily outdone by the
persuasion of fear so lavishly used by the Gaullists.
“Hope lessly torn and bewildered by the revolutionary cri-
sis”, the left “was permanently on the defensive, trying to
prove that it had nothing to do with riots and barricades.
Whether this was true or not turned out to be irrelevant.
As a cham pion of established law and order M. Waldeck
Rochet could not compete with M. Pompidou” [Economist,
29.6.68]. Fin ally the CP and Left Federation succeeded in
getting less votes than the number on strike in May. 

Only the small opportunist PSU of Mendes-France,
which defended the students, made any gains. Many
workers and petty bourg eois who could have been led for-
ward in May step by step in conflict with capitalism and
its state- given revolution ary leadership were simply not
ready in the cold anti  climactic atmosphere of the elections
to vote for those who had stood in their way. Many didn’t
bother to vote at all. On the other hand, the right and cen-
tre rallied to de Gaulle. The CP lost 39 seats out of 73, and
the LF 61 out of 121.

The parliamentary cretins foresaw nothing of this. They
were trying to force the heat of revolution onto the “cross”
square of a ballot paper. Instead they succeeded only in
hurling back the advance of the masses and alienat-
ingfrom revolutionary activity many who were beginning
to be edu cated in class action. Revolutionary parties which
sell out revolutions rarely win the elections or plebiscites
called by those in power to put the seal on their victory!
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THE MINERS’ STRIKE 1984-5

BY SEAN MATGAMNA AND MARTIN THOMAS
FROM SOCIALIST ORGANISER PAMPHLET ‘THE
MAGNIFICENT MINERS’ MARCH 1985

In the small hours of Monday March 12 1984, hun-
dreds of Yorkshire miners moved across the border
from Yorkshire into Nottinghamshire. Their desti-
nation was Harworth pit, and by the evening shift

they had picketed it out.
Over the next few days, hundreds of Yorkshire pickets

came down over the border again and spread out across
the Notts coalfield. Their mission was to persuade
Nottinghamshire’s miners to join them in a strike to stop
the pit closures announced by the National Coal Board
chief, Ian MacGregor. Their tactic was to picket Notts to a
standstill.

In the great miners’ strikes of 1972 and 1974, miners had
picketed coke depots and power stations. In 1984, for rea-
sons which we examine, it had to be miners picketing out
miners. That fact dominated and shaped the course of the
strike.

Within hours, 1000 extra police had been thrown into
Nottinghamshire against the picketing miners. Within
days there would be 8000 extra police — highly mobile,
centrally-controlled, semi-militarised police-moving —
around the coalfields of Nottinghamshire.

The state had spent a dozen years preparing for this
strike and everything had been made ready. Plans to beat
mass picketing had been refined; police had been trained;
special equipment had been assembled; and a national
police nerve centre had been prepared and readied for
action.

The Tory government had manoeuvred for years to
avoid a premature battle with the miners. In 1981 sweep-
ing pit closures were announced, and then withdrawn
when a wave of strikes swept the coalfields. The Tories
were determined that the battle would come when the
government was ready and thought the time right. In 1981
they weren’t ready. The labour movement had not been
softened up enough. So Thatcher backed off from a show-
down with the NUM.

In 1984 they were ready. Now they would provoke the
miners to fight back by giving them the alternative of sur-
rendering and letting the NCB do as it liked with the
industry.

After years of slump and mass unemployment the
labour movement was in a weakened condition. Its
morale was low, its combativity declining, its leaders
more concerned to undercut, sabotage and burke militan-
cy than to fight the Tories. The NUM had been weakened
too.

Between the miners’ bloodless victory over Thatcher in
1981 and March 1984, 40 pits had been closed or merged.
Morale had been eroded. The closures of Kinneil
(December 1982) and Lewis Merthyr (March 1983) pro-
voked only limited local struggles.

Arthur Scargill was elected NUM president in
December 1981 with 70 per cent of the vote; but in January
1982 miners rejected a leadership proposal to strike over
pay by 55%. In October 1982 61% of miners voted not to
strike over pay and pit closures — despite a campaign by
Arthur Scargill for strike action. In March 1983, when the
strike over Lewis Merthyr began to spread from South
Wales, the National Executive Committee called for a
national miners’ strike, but 61 % of miners rejected the
proposal.

Arthur Scargill repeatedly warned miners that the NCB
had a secret “hit-list” of 70 or so pits marked down for clo-
sure, but either he lacked credibility with them or the min-
ers no longer had the stomach to defend themselves.

That’s how the Tories read it. So they decided that the
time had come for a showdown with the miners.

In September 1983 Ian MacGregor became chair of the
NCB. MacGregor had carved up the steel industry for the
Tories. In America in the 1970s he had master minded the
employers’ campaign in one of the most brutal labour
wars of recent American history — the successful war to
break the miners’ union in Harlan County. MacGregor
was to be the Tories’ pit-butcher and union-buster. His
appointment was undisguised preparation, if not an out-
right declaration, of war.

But was the NUM ready for war? The election for NUM
secretary in January 1984 showed only a small margin in
favour of the victorious left-wing candidate, Peter
Heathfield, over his right wing opponent John Walsh. The
miners still seemed in the mood to retreat; the militant

leaders of the NUM increasingly out of line with their
movement.

So the Tories attacked.
On 1 March, when local management announced the

closure of Cortonwood colliery in Yorkshire, South
Yorkshire miners immediately went on unofficial strike.
On 5 March, with half the Yorkshire miners already out,
the Yorkshire area council called an official strike from 9
March.

But South Wales miners had come out over the closure
of Lewis Merthyr — and Lewis Merthyr had nevertheless
closed. More than local action was needed. Miners had
been this far towards confrontation before without an all-
out fight.

On 6 March the Scottish area council called on Scottish
miners to strike from March 9. Polmaise pit had already
been out for three weeks against closure .

Now Ian MacGregor took a hand, pouring petrol on the
fire. On 6 March he told the NUM that 20 pits would close
in 1984, that 20,000 jobs would be cut, and that there
might he compulsory redundancies.

MacGregor was telling the NUM either to back off, or to
try to stop him closing down 20 pits. The Tories, not the
miners, chose this fight. But — after the rejection of their
proposal for a national strike over Lewis Merthyr exactly
a year before — did the NUM national executive have any
alternative but to back off and let the Tory juggernaut roll
unopposed over the “uneconomic” pits and coalfields? To
their eternal glory they thought they did have an alterna-
tive.

On 8 March the executive endorsed the decision of the
Yorkshire and Scottish areas to strike, and they endorsed
in advance the decision any other area might take for
strike action.

PICKET OR BALLOT?

Should they have a national ballot? The executive
was in the business of mobilising the miners to
resist MacGregor’s attack, not out to demobilise
those who had decided to act. So the executive

voted 21 to 3 against a ballot.
They were 100 per cent right to refuse to go to a ballot

at that point. It was the responsibility and the duty of the
executive to respond to MacGregor’s attack and to give a
fighting lead — not to paralyse the NUM in the face of the
challenge thrown down by the Tory hit-man MacGregor.

If Britain were engaged in a conventional war, having to
respond to an attack, and with battles raging over a wide
front, then the Tories, and the Dennis Healey’s and Neil
Kinnock’s, would reject with indignation and scorn the
idea that a national plebiscite should be held to determine
whether the people wanted to fight or not.

They would say that anyone who wanted such a
plebiscite intended that the country, and in the first place
its “leadership”, the government, should be paralysed,
and was, therefore, deliberately or unknowingly, helping
the enemy. They would be dead right about that, from
their point of view.

The advocates that the NUM should have held a
plebiscite instead of immediate action when the Tories
unleashed the war they had spent many years preparing
against the NUM either wanted the NUM to be paralysed
or didn’t care whether it was or not. None of them
demanded of MacGregor and the Tories that there should
be a ballot to see how many miners voted for pit closures.
Neither the establishment politicians, nor the press,
expressed indignation in 1977-8 against the introduction
of area incentive schemes, despite a national ballot vote
against such incentives. They were keen to take advantage
of a division among miners which, in part, resulted from
those schemes. In the case of Notts, this was a major fac-
tor in the strike.

The miners’ NEC refused to let themselves be paral-
ysed. And now that the lines were drawn, the miners
responded magnificently. Encouraged by the executive,
the strike spread. On 9 March Durham and Kent called
area strikes. A South Wales delegate conference recom-
mended that South Wales should strike, but over the
weekend of 10th-11th pits in the area decided by about
two to one not to strike.

A MORI opinion poll showed 62% of miners wanting a
strike.

The Notts delegate conference declined to take action
before an area ballot, and the Northumberland and
Leicestershire leaderships voted against a strike.

That was the situation on Monday 12 March as flying
pickets went into action to make it a national strike and to
enforce the area strike decisions. Despite their branch
votes, most of South Wales came out immediately. The
South Wales miners would prove to be obdurate, solid
and immovable throughout the long year of hardship and
deprivation that was to follow.

By Wednesday 14 March the NCB admitted that 132 out
of 174 pits had been shut. But Notts was the major prob-
lem. The Yorkshire flying pickets had some initial success-
es. When Yorkshire miner Davy Jones was killed picketing
at Ollerton, on Thursday 15 March the Notts leaders
called an area strike — until the following Sunday.

By Friday 16 March only 11 collieries were working nor-
mally, according to the NCB itself.

On Thursday 15 March and Friday 16 March ballots
were held in many areas. Northumberland voted for a
strike. Right-wing Cumberland, Midlands, South
Derbyshire, Lancashire, Notts and North Wales voted not
to strike. So, narrowly, did North Derbyshire. On Sunday
18th a Notts delegate conference decided to go back. On
20 March the result of a ballot showed 90% against a strike
in Leicestershire.

The miners were split, without a common line. What
happened next would be determined by the strength of
the picketing by striking miners and their supporters, and
by how the miners in areas which voted not to strike
would respond when confronted by pickets from the
striking areas. The press and politicians set up a tremen-
dous din, telling the miners that they should not strike
without a national ballot. The ballot was democracy, and
anything else was not democratic.

Newly elected Peter Heathfield put the issue squarely
when he said this about the demand for a national ballot:
“Can miners in successful areas have the right to vote
miners in less successful areas out of a job?” To make a
national ballot the essence of “democracy” here was to
make democracy into tyranny, and to deny the right of a
minority — if miners who wanted to strike were in fact
the minority: an opinion poll said that 62% wanted to
strike — to defend itself.

The Tories tried to use the framework of the NUM as a
straitjacket to imprison miners whose jobs were threat-
ened. They could only fight, these strange democrats said
— and not only the Tories, but Kinnock and Hattersley too
— if they could get a national majority in the federal
union to agree to fight. If they could not, they should lie
down and let the Tories walk all over them, smash up
their communities and devastate whole areas like Kent
and South Wales.

The call for a national ballot was never a democratic
demand, but a demand to repress and straitjacket the mil-
itants. (Tactical considerations about the ballot are a sepa-
rate matter).

The provisions about balloting in the new Tory trade
union laws are designed precisely to make the unions into
machines for repressing militancy. The pseudo-democrats
in the Labour Party leadership who joined in the propa-
ganda against the NUM leadership over the ballot stood
throughout the miners’ strike — and stand now — on the
grounds and within the framework of the Tory anti-union
legislation.

Once the militants had struck they had every right to
appeal for basic wording class solidarity to other workers
— and in the first place to miners. South Wales, which
voted not to strike, showed what was possible here.

Or didn’t they have that right? If not, why not? Those
who say they didn’t stand yet again on the ground of the
new Tory legislation, which forbids “secondary” picket-
ing.

Of course a united NUM would have been better by far.
The fundamental thing about the NUM in March 1984
was that it was not united, and nevertheless its leaders
and militants had to fight back against the well-timed
Tory offensive.

THE MINERS DIVIDED

The first part of the miners’ tragedy — and that
tragedy would unfold inexorably for a full year
until the last moving scenes in March 1985, when
singing miners, escorted by their families and by

bands, marched back to work — lay in this: that, the NUM
being divided, the militant, fighting part of the NUM had
to appeal for basic working-class solidarity in defence of
their jobs and their communities first to other miners, to

12 months that shook Britain
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members of their own union — and that solidarity was
refused them.

Scab miners crossed picket lines, sheltered behind the
police, played the media’s game against the strikers, and
used the bosses’ courts against their own union and its
embattled members and leaders.

The second part of the tragedy was that most of the
labour movement did pretty much the same thing as the
NUM’s scabs.

Both the broad labour movement and the miners had
had some of the fight knocked out of them by the slump
and mass unemployment. But more than that was
involved in the heartland of scabbing, Notts, where it was
claimed they scabbed because they were refused a nation-
al ballot.

Most of the Notts scabs did not scab because of the bal-
lot, or because of violence by pickets. That was the “good
reason”, not the real one. It keyed the Notts working min-
ers into the Tory propaganda offensive against the strik-
ers, and it allowed the scabs to think of themselves as
peaceful democrats and not as scabs. The real reason was
that they were scared by the daunting battle ahead, they
didn’t feel their jobs were threatened, and they had been
doing well under the area incentives scheme.

They made a religion of the national ballot because they
needed a respect-worthy excuse for refusing to help the
threatened miners to defend their jobs and communities.

A majority of both South Wales and Notts voted against
the strike. That’s what they had in common in March
1984, though their motives were most likely very differ-
ent. The magnificent one-year stand that the miners of
South Wales can look back on in March 1985 pinpoints
where the difference between them lay — in the absence
of gut class loyalty among the majority of prosperous,
unthreatened Notts miners. Only a minority of Notts min-
ers had the self-respect to stand with their class.

The scabbing in Notts shaped the strike. As well as sup-
plying coal throughout the strike, the “working miners”
gave the NCB a powerful hard core of scabs to build on.
Without Notts the Leicestershire and other scabs would
not have counted for much. When Notts went back to
work on Monday 19 March, after one day out, the NCB
could claim that 42 pits were working normally.

With the miners split, the fate of the strike would be
determined by the outcome of battles on two fronts — the
battle of the pickets against the centrally-controlled semi-
militarised police, who turned some coalfields into some-
thing like police states; and the political battle in the
labour movement for solidarity from non-miners. In the
battle for solidarity the propaganda front was the decisive
one.

Never in the living memory of the labour movement
had the police behaved as they did in the miners’ strike.
They concentrated in large masses, deployed and con-
trolled from a centre at Scotland Yard. They set up road-

blocks to stop Yorkshire miners moving into Notts and
Kent miners into the Midlands. They stopped, searched,
and arrested at will. They used thuggery and violence on
a scale not known in any modem labour dispute in Britain
— not even the Grunwick strike of 1977. They behaved as
wreckers and bully-boys in certain pit villages as if they
were understudying the British army in the Catholic parts
of Northern Ireland.

And something else was new — organised scab-herd-
ing, on a vast scale backed up by a very loud barrage of
propaganda.

Many railworkers and dockers refused to move scab
coal. On March 29 the transport workers’ leaders recom-
mended a total blockade of all coal. But decisive solidari-
ty lay in the hands of the power workers and steel work-
ers to give or withhold — and they withheld it. On March
21 the power unions (including the GMBU) advised their
members to cross miners’ pickets. Steelworkers, fearful
for their industry and bruised and battered from their
own 1980 strike, crossed miners’ picket lines.

The propaganda war against the miners was waged
fiercely so as to limit and to try to stop workers support-
ing the miners. Picketing miners who were at the receiv-
ing end of the violence that police officials had spent years
preparing for were pilloried and denounced as purveyors
of mindless and gratuitous violence. Miners fighting for
their jobs were denounced as undemocratic because they
were on strike without sanction of a national ballot — and
those who denounced them were industrial autocrats and
dictators who were using massed armies of police to try to
force the miners to accept the ruin of some of their com-
munities!

Though the Labour Party gave its support to the miners,
the high-profile leaders of the Party hemmed and hawed,
joined in the calls for a national ballot — the cutting edge
of the propaganda war — and denounced violence, mean-
ing pickets who stood up to the police.

By Monday 26 March, when the NCB claimed that 38
pits were working normally, the strike had reached a
steady level. The strike would strengthen slightly after the
NUM conference on April 19, but the contours of the bat-
tlefield were already visible, the areas of strength and
weakness of either side known, the balance of forces sta-
bilised. An unbudgeable minority of miners — the NUM
said about 25,000 — refused to strike. Scabbing miners,
picket-crossing power and steel workers, and far too lim-
ited general solidarity, forced the miners to dig in for a
war of attrition. They knew it would take time. They
could not have guessed just how long their war of attri-
tion with the Thatcher government would be.

The 1974 miners’ strike lasted just over a month — from
9 February to 11 March. Just over a month after the start of
the 1972 strike, Saltley coke depot was closed by mass
pickets and the government was on the run. (It appointed
the Wilberforce inquiry, which finally brought about a set-

tlement on 28 February. The strike had started on 9
January).

By late March it was already clear that 1984 would be a
much longer and more grim affair. Miners talked about
“staying out until Christmas”. The Times reported (April
18): “Mrs Margaret Thatcher is willing to spend any
amount of money to ensure that the Government is not
again defeated by the miners’ union”. Chancellor Nigel
Lawson would later publicly explain that the money
spent on beating the miners was a “worthwhile invest-
ment”. They would spend over £2 billion on it directly,
with indirect losses of perhaps another £3 billion [equiva-
lent, as shares of national income and government budg-
et, to about £8 billion and £12 billion today].

But the miners were as determined as the government.
Kent area NUM executive member John Moyle voiced
their determination:

“No one should be in any doubt about what is at stake
in this dispute. We are up against the most basic facts of
this government’s philosophy — they care about profits,
not people...

“The rank and file will fight on under any circum-
stances, and they will win. The only question is how long
it takes. We are not looking for a victory for the miners,
but for the whole working class” (SO 174).

Arthur Scargill appealed to other workers: “Stop mere-
ly saying you support us. Come out and join us. We are
facing a fundamental challenge to the whole working
class, not merely miners. We are facing the organised
might of the state machine” (Nottingham, April 14: SO
175).

A Kent miner told SO in mid-March: “Once we’ve got
our own people out solid, we’ll go to the rest of the move-
ment and say: give us your support. Let’s have you all out
and deal with this government”.

A general strike?
“Yes, if that’s what you want to call it” (SO171).
The pickets never did get the whole coalfield out solid.

The scabbing in Notts would be a terrible drag on their
efforts to get solidarity from other trade unionists.

But the energy of the strike was still expanding, and it
became stronger. On 12 April, the executive faced down
right-wing calls for a national ballot, and the right wing
Notts area president, Ray Chadburn, emerged from the
meeting to tell his members: “Get off your knees and sup-
port the strike!”

On 14 April 7000 miners and supporters marched in
Nottingham to demand “Police out of the coalfields”. On
16 April a Notts rank and file strike committee was
formed. If the scabs in Notts disgraced themselves and the
labour movement, the Notts strikers summed up every-
thing alive and good in the labour movement. Led by Paul
Whetton and others, they kept the flag of militant labour
flying in the Notts coalfield. Intimidated, assaulted,
deprived, the hard core never let themselves or the NUM
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down.

APRIL-MAY: THE STRIKE GETS STRONGER

To stop miners striking the bosses relied, as we
have seen, on a vicious caterwauling of propagan-
da about democracy in general and about a
national ballot in particular. The rank and file of

the NUM had the chance to reject their NEC’s policy at the
NUM special conference which met on 19 April — the first
of eight to be held during the strike — lobbied by tens of
thousands of chanting, singing, cheering miners. In fact
the special conference called on every area to join the
strike.

It boosted the strike. Midlands and Notts NUM leaders
then declared the strike official in their areas, and more
miners stopped work, though in Notts a majority or some-
thing near that continued to scab.

There was now a surge of solidarity. The rail and trans-
port unions had promised to boycott scab coal.
Railworkers in Coalville, Leicestershire, enforced this
boycott throughout the strike, in the midst of the most
solidly scabbing coalfield in the country (30 strikers out of
2000 miners). Notts railworkers began stopping coal
trains on April 16.

The Labour Party national executive voted on 25 April
to support the strike and to ask every Party member to
donate 50p a week.

By the end of March, steel production at Scunthorpe
had been cut by half, and by early May three major power
stations had been taken off the grid — West Thurrock,
Aberthaw and Didcot. By massive use of oil, nuclear
power, and imported coal, the Central Electricity
Generating Board was in fact able to last out the entire
strike without crippling power cuts: but that was not at all
clear at the time. The strike was making progress, albeit
slowly.

From May to August the strike was at its peak. About
80% of miners were out. There was some drift-back in this
period (the strike was already a long one by usual stan-
dards): but it was marginal. Notts suffered a drift back
after the High Court, on 25 May ruled the strike unofficial
in the county: by late August only 20% of Notts miners
were out, as against maybe 40 or 50% at the peak. In
Staffordshire the strike was fraying at the end of May, and
over 50% were scabbing at every pit except Wolstanton by
early August. Lancashire weakened.

In the vast majority of pit communities, however, the
strike was solid, and becoming more determined and con-
fident.

This was a strike in which something in excess of a hun-
dred thousand workers and their families found them-
selves up against a pitiless, relentless, determined govern-
ment which had all the advantages on its side; entrenched
power and wealth; the police; the deprivation and some-
times hunger that gripped miners and their families a few
weeks into the strike. To stay in the fight the miners and
their families had to find in themselves reserves of
strength, determination, fortitude, and creativity. The
mining communities had to rouse themselves completely
and throw everything they had into the class war. The
strike had to become more than a mere strike. And it did.

The outstanding new thing in the miners’ strike was the
involvement of the women of the mining communities .

By early May the pit villages were full of militant
women’s groups.

The women’s groups ran communal kitchens or food-
parcel centres — and many of them went out on the pick-
et line: that hadn’t happened before. On April 30 there
was a 150-strong women’s picket at Thoresby colliery,
Notts. They broke through police lines twice, and a local
miner commented: “If the women had been there from the
beginning, the strike would have been won by now” (SO
177).

Women’s pickets were a regular feature of the strike,
and on 12 May the streets of Barnsley were swamped by
an exuberant women’s demonstration.

Repeatedly the pit women would cite the women’s
peace camp at Greenham Common as an inspiration.
Direct links were made between the normally somewhat
isolated, conservative, male-dominated pit villages, and
feminists who might never before have seen class struggle
as anything central to politics.

For a lot of people, the strike shook up their ideas in a
way that normally happens only in great semi-revolution-
ary struggles like a general strike. Opposed to the Tory
class-warriors, the police chiefs, the Fleet Street editorial-
ists eulogising the heroic scabs, here at last was something
more than the quibbling, middle-of-the-road, trimming
whines of Michael Foot and Neil Kinnock. The miners
were a pole of opposition, and inevitably they became a
magnetic pole of attraction for the oppressed.

Spitting boldly in the teeth of all Tory philosophy, the
miners rallied round them all the movements, impulses
and rebellions against that philosophy and against the
system it defends. The miners inspired and gave focus to
an across-the-board challenge to Toryism; and that chal-
lenge became an increasing part of their own awareness of
the world.

Thatcher did have an “enemy within”! And hundreds
of thousands, if not millions, of people rallied to it. Many
of them were shocked by the Tories’ remorseless drive to
compel the miners and their families to let her offer them
as human sacrifices to her savage god, Mammon, the god
of profit and lucre; and shocked at the will of the police to
use any means necessary to beat the pickets. They started
to think about alternatives to Thatcherism.

Jenny Dennis, from Kiveton Park, Yorkshire, told SO in
November:

“Mining communities are traditionally male-dominat-
ed. It’s the men that work and the women that do: having
babies, washing and making snap is our lot. Then it
changed.

“It was as though we’d been sleeping for hundreds of
years. We awoke, we realised a new political awareness:

“Organising food, raising money, speaking. Men have
acknowledged that we, as women, are vital to that victo-
ry. We’re an active part of that struggle, side by side with
our men in the battle’s frontline.

“We are witnessing something amongst the women
which I can only compare with the suffragettes. We are
living and making history. We won’t return to the status
quo. We can’t.

“Personally it has made me realise that not only must
we fight our injustice but others too.

“Because we have lived through media lies we ask our-
selves: ‘What other lies have they made?’

“Look at the injustice in Ireland. What really happened
in Toxteth? In Brixton? I realise the black community is
struggling against injustice.

“After we win we must turn and right other injustices”.
Lesbians and Gays Support the Miners set themselves

up in June, and found miners coming to their meetings,
saying things like: “Since the strike their ideas had really
changed, and perhaps now the ‘traditional’ labour move-
ment should go to black people and lesbians and gay men
to relearn what socialism is all about” (SO 199). But the
lesbians and gay men had things to learn from the miners
too: the strike drew a class line among lesbians and gays.

Black groups organised to help the miners; and miners
came to understand better what black communities feel
about police harassment.

Frank Slater of Maltby NUM, (Yorkshire) put it like this:
“What did we do when blacks were being harassed? We

said — it’s not us. But we’re ethnic minorities now” (SO
200).

The local miners’ support committees were never any-
where near having the weight, in official labour move-
ment terms, to organise strikes in support of the miners.

Usually they were run by the Labour Left. (The
Communist Party organised its own activities, often try-
ing to exclude or suppress more active people to its left.
The Socialist Workers Party continued its “splendid isola-
tion”, pouring scorn on the “left-wing Oxfam” and
“baked beans brigades” of the support committees, until
October, when it readjusted and joined in. Militant [fore-
runner of the Socialist Party and Socialist Appeal] never
joined in.)

But, if the support movement was organisationally
weak and ramshackle, it was the umbrella for a vast
amount of individual activity. Workplace collections,
door-to- door collections, street collections, pub collec-
tions, football ground collections; benefits, demonstra-
tions, mass pickets; visits from miners, visits to pit vil-
lages...

The “Coal not Dole” sticker, the bundle of The Miner,
and the collecting bucket became the standard hardware
of political life. Hundreds of thousands of people who did
nothing more than give donations or wear a badge were
stirred and inspired by the miners‘ fight. Labour activists
miles from any coalfield found themselves talking, think-
ing, breathing, living the miners’ strike week after week.

In Basingstoke, Hampshire, for example, the miners’
support committee became the centre of political life. In
May Carla Jamison reported on their links with the Notts
strikers: “Long after the benefit night was over [one of the
Notts women] was still sitting up talking over the issues
with the SO supporters she was stopping the night with...
It was a great and inspiring weekend for us [the visit of
the first strikers’ delegation], and hopefully for the dele-
gation too...

“For us it hadn’t just been a one-off visit, it has been
very special and we will hopefully be seeing them again
soon... Like Chris Whelan said, they have probably done
more for us than we did for them”.

MAY-JULY: THE STRIKE AT ITS PEAK

Could the labour movement have been rallied to
the miners in sufficient strength to tip the bal-
ance against the Tories? Yes they could — if our
movement had been headed by leaders who

wanted to fight. The response to the local and regional
activities called (and inadequately campaigned for) by
TUC bodies proves it.

Between 9 May and 13 July there were regional TUC
days of action in every major region except the Midlands.
Railworkers, hospital workers, council workers, dockers

and shipyard workers struck; demonstrations in London
and Manchester were up to 50,000 strong. But there was
no centrally organised campaign to develop the potential
shown by the days of action. Len Murray denounced the
days of action in advance. The central TUC leaders stood
on the sidelines, sharpening their talons, eyeing Scargill
and Heathfield with hatred. But the miners, keeping their
distance, had not yet approached the TUC.

It was the miners’ picketing that mainly drove the
struggle forward. On 2 May the police (probably exagger-
ating) estimated 10,000 pickets at Harworth colliery, and
on 3 May almost as many at Cotgrave (Notts). On 7 May
1000 miners picketed Ravenscraig steelworks, near
Glasgow. On 14 May, 40,000 marched in Mansfield.
Between 29 May and 18 June thousands of pickets and
police fought battles outside Orgreave coking plant, near
Sheffield: coke runs from Orgreave were suspended on 18
June 18.

On 7 June  the transport unions agreed not only to boy-
cott coal and coke, but also to block substitute oil move-
ments. On 9 June union leaders Jimmy Knapp and Ray
Buckton persuaded railworkers at Shirebrook depot in
Notts to follow this policy; by 13 July Knapp could
announce that only 10 coal trains were running daily in
Britain, out of a normal 356. On 25 June railworkers
stopped iron ore supplies to Llanwern steelworks (South
Wales); on 28 June, to Ravenscraig.

From early June the Tories became visibly alarmed.
They had schemed and prepared for years, waited
patiently for the right moment to strike; they had split the
miners; they had thrown many thousands of specially
trained police at them; they had mobilised the entire press
to engulf them in a barrage of lies, misrepresentation, libel
and hate-filled propaganda — but still the miners
remained in the fight and seemed to be advancing steadi-
ly, though slowly. They could fight epic battles like the
one at Orgreave, near Sheffield, and hold the cops to a
draw, forcing — temporarily — a halt to coke movements
there.

Thatcher saw that, like some fabled “British square” of
soldiers on the battlefields of the Napoleonic wars, the
miners could take a tremendous pounding, stand in a
swirl of smoke and shell, and then move forward on the
offensive. The Tories had good reason to be worried. So
they stepped up the counter-attack.

MacGregor sent a letter to every miner. The NCB talked
about organising a ballot over the heads of the NUM.

There was a new and sinister development of police
thuggery, directed not against miners on the picket line
but against miners and their families in their home vil-
lages. Police began to act like a hostile army of occupation
in some pit villages.

On the night of 16-17 May, 160 police in riot gear ter-
rorised Thorney Abbey Road, Blidworth, Notts. Annette
Holroyd and Pauline Radford told Socialist Organiser
what happened:

“They managed to get Terry [Terry Dunn, a Yorkshire
picket] over the driveway onto the road and about four or
five got hold of his arms and got him into the van.

“Everyone asked why they were arresting him. They
refused to give an answer and said, ‘We don’t have to tell
you’.

“Then they chucked him in the van and all the men ran
up to the van but they slammed the doors in their faces.
One of the lads said, ‘Come on, take me. If you’re going to
lift him you should lift the lot of us’. They just drove
straight off.

“I went over to see my baby-sitter. She was terrified. It
was my house just next door. I asked her what was the
matter. She said, ‘There’s been five or six policemen
knocking on the door, and asking questions: Where’s my
dad? Where’s my husband? Where is everybody?’

“I calmed her down and by then there were thirteen or
fourteen police vans out in the road. There were police-
men lined up across the road. I’ve never seen so many
policemen — hundreds of them.

“I was terrified, as was everyone else. I kept clinging
hold of my husband so he wouldn’t go through the gate.
If they went through the gates they’d get lifted.

“All the men said, “What are you doing here? We’re not
causing any trouble”. The police said they’d had a report
about a disturbance they need at least 13 police vans to
check out a disturbance, 160 police in riot gear!

“The union official said he saw another 20 vans in the
next street waiting to come round.

“I feel the police wanted all the Yorkshire lads to go
over the gate into the road and get into a riot with the
police, and then they’d do them all for rioting.

“It was definitely an act of deliberate provocation”.
The tone of Tory denunciations got more and more

shrill and hate-filled, until, on July 19, Thatcher
denounced the NUM as “the enemy within”, a domestic
equivalent of the Argentines she had fought in the
Falklands war. Other Tory speakers followed up the
attack, and the Times editorialised: “There is a war on”.

On 13 June, with the battle of Orgreave still in full
swing, Arthur Scargill had set out an expanded set of
demands for the strike, including a four-day week. By 25
June, Tony Benn was calling over the heads of the union
leaders for other workers to strike immediately alongside



WHEN THE WORKERS RISE

9WORKERS’ LIBERTY

the miners, and the next day in Parliament Labour MP
Martin Flannery spoke of an “inexorable march towards a
general strike... now under way”.

Tony Benn was right to appeal over the heads of the
union leaders for workers to back the miners. But that it
was Benn the MP who did it was also the measure of the
weakness of the official trade union leadership.

The NUM special conference on 11-12 July was jubilant,
endorsing Scargill’s expanded demands and approving a
rule change which could be used to discipline scabs.

Miners had a right to be proud of what they had so far
achieved against great odds. They knew that if they could
build on what they had done, and develop from where
they were, then they could win. But the miners could not
themselves do it — they could not at will generate the
irreplaceable help of others in the labour movement. They
didn’t get the help. And the Tories counterattacked, put-
ting the miners on the defensive.

SOUTH WALES NUM FUNDS SEIZED

The forward-movement phase of the strike ended
on 1 August, when the High Court ordered the
seizure of the South Wales NUM’s funds. The
union had defied an injunction against picketing

granted to two haulage firms.
The Tories were upping the stakes. The seizure of a

trade union’s funds was a matter for the whole labour
movement, not for that trade union alone. It was an attack
on the whole labour movement — and only the whole
labour movement could hope to confront and beat the
government that stood behind the courts.

Miners occupied the area NUM headquarters and
demonstrators gathered outside to hear area president
Emlyn Williams explain what the labour movement need-
ed to do: “We hope trade unions will show solidarity with
the miners, and as of today through -out the country there
will be a general strike” (SO 190).

Arthur Scargill called on the TUC for physical support.
But nothing happened.

As Socialist Organiser commented: “The startling thing
about the savage fine on the South Wales NUM is that the
other unions haven’t come to their defence. The cry for a
general strike should have rung through the labour move-
ment at every level. Instead we have a numb silence at the
top” (SO 191).

After all the clamour and the uproar of the summer,
suddenly there was numb silence. Some days later, Ron
Todd of the TGWU did start talking about plans for a “big
bang” of trade union solidarity, but nothing came of that.
The same numb silence would happen again, and more
damagingly, in November, after the central NUM funds

were sequestrated, and in December after a Tory lawyer
was declared “receiver” of the NUM’s finances.

Why?
Just a week before the seizure of the South Wales funds,

Notts striker Paul Whetton had observed this “numb
silence” in microcosm. He told an SO meeting in Ollerton:

“I spoke with Dennis Skinner in Basingstoke, and of
course everyone was clapping and cheering everything
Dennis Skinner said.

“Dennis Skinner made the point that we were begging
not only for money and for food, but for solidarity action.
He said: there is nothing to stop you taking action now.
[And the applause stopped].

“People were taken right up to the edge of it, and when
it was put point-blank to them, they hesitated and drew
back. That’s a natural reluctance. They fear the machinery
of the state, they fear the machinery of the employers and
all the rest of it” (SO 189).

So, by failing to respond to the seizure of funds, the
movement went into retreat, and the miners began a new
phase of their war of attrition with the government — the
phase in which the balance, inch by painful inch, was
turned against them.

The sceptics and defeatists will say: the NUM leader-
ship should have known in advance that it would go like
that; the labour movement was in no condition for an all-
out fight. Some of them — like the Socialist Workers’
Party — will add that nothing better could have been
expected from the TUC.

When something has already happened and is now his-
tory, then it naturally seems in retrospect to have hap-
pened inevitably — it seems that all the pieces fell into
place as they had to in the circumstances. But that is to
substitute hindsight for an examination of the actual
course of events. There was nothing inevitable about the
isolation of the miners.

At a number of points dotted across the middle of 1984,
great possibilities for broadening the struggle came into
existence, before vanishing unrealised. The most impor-
tant of these were the two dock strikes, but there were oth-
ers. The leaders of the NUM tried again and again to link
up with other workers and broaden the struggle. Again
and again they appealed for solidarity, to the broad labour
movement or to particular groups of workers.

On 9 May Arthur Scargill appealed to railworkers, then
due to start an overtime ban on 30 May: “If ever there was
a time to join with this union, to come out on strike... now
is the time”.

In the event the NUR [forerunner of RMT] and ASLEF
settled for a miserable 4.9% rise. Paul Foot later printed
documents in the Daily Mirror showing that Thatcher had
instructed the British Rail bosses to make whatever con-

cessions were necessary to avoid a “second front” with
the railworkers.

WHY WAS SOLIDARITY INADEQUATE?

But the most dramatic point in the struggle to
broaden the front came in July, when the dockers
came out on strike on 9 July. Mrs Thatcher must
have remembered the fate of Edward Heath.

Dockers struck against the use of non-dockers to unload
iron ore for Scunthorpe steelworks at Immingham. The
fire had jumped from the miners to the dockers.

Britain’s dockers are in trouble. Shifts in trade patterns
have redirected traffic away from the old ports and into
new ones where dockers do not have the job security long
ago established in the older ports and enshrined in the
National Dock Labour Scheme. One Tory minister said
openly in mid 1984 that the Dock Labour Scheme should
be scrapped. The jobs of many dockers were — and are —
under threat.

On the docks, as in the mines, the basic issue was jobs.
Here were ready-made fellow-fighters for the miners.
And dockers had the power to close down Britain very
quickly. Within weeks of a solid docks strike the Tories
would either have to surrender or use troops — and that
would have escalated the conflict further.

Competent leadership could have welded the dockers
to the miners in a common fight for jobs. The dockers’
leaders, whatever good intentions they may have had,
bungled it.

The TGWU did not even formulate clear demands for
the strike. The basic demand should have been extension
of the National Dock Labour Scheme to the new, unregis-
tered ports.

When the strike was on, Socialist Organiser called for the
creation of joint action committees of dockers and miners.
But the NUM did not make much initiative to link up with
the dockers. It was difficult for the NUM. The leaders of
the TGWU were protesting that their dispute was quite
separate from the miners’, and would not have welcomed
any such initiative.

On 19 July anti-strike lorry drivers threatened violence
against dockers in Dover, where the strike was shaky any-
way, and the dispute collapsed. The press that had been
screaming against “violent” miners either gloried in the
threats against the strikers or reported this in a matter-of-
fact way: the police had no comment! Instead of organis-
ing flying pickets, the mighty TGWU crumbled.

As we have seen, solidarity also failed in the steel
industry. The steel unions had been unresponsive from
the start. When the NUM and the rail unions applied their
blockade in June, Tommy Brennan, convenor at
Ravenscraig, said he would work with scab deliveries of
coal and iron ore. Peter McKim in Llanwern said the same.
ISTC [steel union] general secretary Bill Sirs, according to
the Financial Times (2 July), “sounded almost like a
British Steel spokesman “.

From late June British Steel started running huge con-
voys of scab lorries into Ravenscraig and, especially, from
Port Talbot to Llanwern. Miners’ picketing in Port Talbot
soon tailed off, and was token at Ravenscraig. The steel-
works kept running at full, indeed increased, production.

Many miners were critical of the area NUM leaders on
this. In South Wales, for example, where area president
Emlyn Williams had publicly criticised Arthur Scargill’s
effort to mobilise for Orgreave, Mark Thomas of
Penrhiwceiber NUM told Socialist Organiser:

“The leadership [of South Wales] — or the majority of
them — are failing to give us a determined lead. This
comes out most notably in the way they have handled the
steelworks situation and the scab miners at the Point of
Ayr colliery in North Wales. Increased picketing is not
only essential to win the dispute but key to keeping the
membership involved. Many people have drifted off, not
because they have lost interest, but because of the token
nature of the activity we are involved in.

“There are 4000 steelworkers at Llanwern. Not all of
them can be Bill Sirs fans. [There should be] a regular bul-
letin attempting to speak inside the plant, leafleting of the
pubs and clubs in the area...” (SO 187).

Stopping steel would have been difficult with the best
tactics from the NUM, given the steel unions’ attitude and
the steel workers’ recent experience. But some of the
NUM leaders were so overwhelmed by the difficulties
that they practically gave up.

In rail and docks, too, problems of leadership had com-
bined with problems of confidence among the rank and
file.

Having seen the miners on strike for four months, rail-
workers, dockers and steelworkers knew what was
involved in a serious battle with the government — the
risk of months of deprivation, legal threats, police vio-
lence. The prospect was especially daunting in the steel-
works, where the workforce was a shattered remnant,
reduced in numbers by a half since 1980.

Railworkers and dockers were still often willing to take
a stand for principle: to show solidarity when they were
asked to handle coal. But to link their fate more fully with
the miners in an indefinite strike? There was, in Paul
Whetton’s words quoted above, “a natural reluctance”.
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London dockers, for example, told SO that they just did
not believe that the extension of the Dock Labour Scheme
could be won under a Tory government.

In addition to all this there was the deadening effect of
the Labour Party’s role in the strike. The Party rank and
file were with the miners. Labour Party activists, premis-
es and equipment were involved in the miners’ strike to a
degree probably not seen in any dispute since the 1920s.
The National Executive Committee backed the miners
and called for a levy to support them. Conference con-
demned police violence and defied Kinnock’s request to
condemn pickets’ violence.

But what most people saw, courtesy of TV, was the pub-
lic weaseling of Kinnock, Hattersley and others. We
should not underestimate the role played by this in damp-
ening the spirits of the labour movement.

To rally around the miners and against Thatcher, the
movement had to have the feeling of being a movement,
the feeling that it could win, that its leaders wanted to win
and would fight. It had to have its leaders saying, with
political boldness to match the boldness of the NUM’s
industrial challenge to Thatcher: “there is an alternative to
Thatcher”. The leaders had to say it, mean it and fight for
it, and in the first place back those already engaged in the
fight against Thatcher.

A politically confident movement could have boosted
the industrial solidarity by countering the fears, depres-
sion and hopelessness that held back many workers from
acting who sympathised with the miners. Kinnock and his
team played a fatal role here. Instead of creating a move-
ment against the Tories around the miners, they made the
emergence of such a movement impossible. They acted
like acid corroding the links and sinews of the movement.

The leadership could have swayed it. A leadership
which puts the issues squarely and is visibly prepared to
fight to the end can rally the faint-hearted. In the charged
atmosphere of summer 1984, there was a lot of potential
militancy that could be rallied.

The union leaders were inadequate, too.
The ISTC leadership was positively opposed to a strug-

gle. Having sabotaged the steelworkers’ chance of saving
jobs in their industry in 1980, Bill Sirs now preached no
option except the strictest co-operation with management
to preserve “viability”.

The TGWU leadership had made some gestures
towards supporting the miners. The ineffectiveness of its
boycott on coal movements by road was partly due to the
inherent difficulty in organising an industry like road
haulage, with a multitude of small employers. But TGWU
Scottish secretary Hugh Wyper is reported to have sent 52
union cards to scab drivers at Yuill and Dodds, the main
firm involved in taking supplies into Ravenscraig. On
payment of a £10 fine, the scab drivers had full union
membership restored.

And the way the TGWU leadership ran the docks strike
was a disaster.

In July, and again in August-September, when there was
a second docks strike, the TGWU did not even put for-
ward any precise demands for the strike. It argued that
the disputes had nothing at all to do with the miners.
Nobody believed them, least of all the dockers whose sol-
idarity with the miners had triggered the dispute. Many
other dockers — men who could have been won to a fight
which linked their own threatened jobs to the miners’
fight for jobs felt they were being manipulated.

In November, TGWU members struck again, at Austin
Rover: the union leadership supported them, after a fash-
ion, but did nothing at all as the AUEW and EETPU [fore-
runners of Amicus] pressurised the strikers back to work.
When the High Court fined the TGWU for supporting
that strike without a ballot as prescribed by Tory law, the
union leadership again opted for masterly inaction. It did-
n’t pay the fine, nor did it organise any action in defence
of the union .

The TGWU leadership, in other words, did not fight to
raise the confidence of their members. They reflected the
lack of confidence, in the debased form of bureaucratic
cowardice; and thus became a factor against action.

The rail union leaders likewise. They gave official sup-
port to a boycott of coal movements, although the mili-
tants in the front line of that boycott — as at Coalville —
were highly critical of the lack of support from the leader-
ship against British Rail harassment. But when they had a
chance of going out in front themselves — over pay in
May, and again over workshop closures in September —
they shrank back.

If the NUM had had leaders like the rail unions or the
TGWU, let alone the unspeakable Sirs, then the miners
themselves would probably never have had a national
strike.

As Dennis Skinner told Socialist Organiser in July: “I
don’t think the NUM would be on strike now if it hadn’t
had some very competent leadership” (SO 188).

The truth, as Dennis Skinner put it, is that only compe-
tent leadership got even 80% of the NUM out. The basic
difficulty was not this or that tactical device, but that in
the political and industrial situation of March 1984 the
odds were extremely daunting.

At the start of the strike (editorial of March 29) Socialist
Organiser had said bluntly: “The strike cannot be won in

the pits”. Solidarity was irreplaceable. And on April 4
John McIlroy wrote: “It would be self-deluding to pretend
that today’s miners’ strike is anything but an uphill strug-
gle. The miners are divided. The price is now being paid
for the weaknesses of the past period. Conditions are very
different from those prevailing in the victorious struggles
of the early 70s”.

The editorial of 19 April added: “Only a general strike
can stop the Tories. The alternative is to let the miners get
mauled in a strike that could stretch into next winter”.

Miners understood this too. No wonder sections with
weak area leadership and more apparent security from
closures — like Notts — were not keen to go on strike.

The wonder is not the weaknesses of the strike, but its
strength — the stubborn courage with which the miners
defied all the iron laws and the iron fists of this soulless
government of exploitation and repression.

It is true that the NUM paper, The Miner, which had the
job of rallying, encouraging and fortifying the striking
miners, sometimes gave an impression of over-confi-
dence, as if victory would be certain if only the miners
stuck firm for a few weeks. But Arthur Scargill, in an inter-
view on June 15, made it clear that he had a lucid view of
the odds .

“Faced with the Coal Board’s closure plan, the progres-
sive elements in the NUM discussed two options. One,
you accept the plan and allow pits to close. Alternatively
you fight it. If you fight and you have lost, at least you
fought it...”

It is this combination of realism with willingness to
stand on the line which raised Scargill — and the other
NUM left-wingers — head and shoulders above the other
leaders of the trade union movement. And Scargill consis-
tently did what was necessary in the situation.

“If I am the last person left rejecting the closure plan,
then that will be my position. If I am right, I’ll stick there.
I don’t know how some people can fudge and compro-
mise on... a principle” (Financial Times, 15 June).

And right from 14 April onwards Arthur Scargill
appealed repeatedly and urgently for other workers to
strike — both through their union leaders and over their
heads.

He was not able to do more than make appeals.
Scargill’s great predecessor as NUM leader in the 1920s, A
J Cook, was a leading figure in a cross-union rank and file
movement, the so-called “Minority Movement”, as well as
being the miners’ president. He thus had an organisation
to campaign for solidarity in other unions. Scargill had no
such organisation: one major lesson from the strike must
be the need to build a new Minority Movement.

THE BALANCE BEGINS TO SHIFT

The lack of such a rank and file movement was the
basic reason for the failure to stop steel. By late
June all the major steelworks were fully supplied,
and set to stay that way.

The docks strike, the solidarity which stopped almost
all coal trains, and the six well-supported regional days of
action (well-supported considering the lack of official
campaigning) offset the failure in steel.

On 16 July the well-informed Financial Times wrote:
“There is now a substantial lobby in the Coal Board —
though not in the government — for a settlement before
the end of autumn, even if a settlement means conceding
that pits cannot be closed on purely ‘economic
grounds’...” These tensions in the NCB would erupt later
in sackings and resignations of top officials.

But nevertheless from early August, as we have seen,
the balance began to shift. The government had used its
legal bludgeon on a section of the labour movement, and
discovered that it could get away with it without the TUC
responding on behalf of the whole movement. Now it
could confidently wait its time to use the bludgeon again.

The shift in balance was, however, slow and unstable.
The miners put up a fierce resistance. They were still solid,
and would remain fundamentally solid until November.

No-one quite knew how near or remote power cuts
were. The debacles at Llanwern and Ravenscraig had
marked a reflux of solidarity, following its high point, but
the rail action was still strong — and, indeed, additional
solidarity action was still developing in late 1984 and
early 1985, in the form of new mass pickets of power sta-
tions. In the huge furnace of the strike, new flames were
constantly leaping up.

For example, at Florence colliery, North Staffs, the first
women’s picket in the Midlands took place as late as 11
October. “150 women descended on the picket line armed
with song sheets, candles, streamers, and bags of enthusi-
asm. The all-male police presence were at first slightly
bemused, but soon called in a couple of dozen women
PCs.

“The non-stop singing and jeering turned three scabs
back, but much more than that, the whole atmosphere
generated vast quantities of energy, confidence and deter-
mination.

“As a grand finale, the 150 women joined together to
form ‘the Miners’ Strike Conga’, and danced and sang
around the main road to the pit. The police found this

‘intimidating’.” (S0201)
Meanwhile, the longer the miners stuck out, the more

likely was a ‘second front’ which would put the screws on
the Tories. (The second docks strike, for example, ran from
August 24 to September 18).

From June, and more intensely from August, the Tories
and the NCB mounted an offensive to break the strike.
Backed by all the propaganda the tabloid press could put
out — backed up none too subtly, though less crudely, by
TV — they launched a back-to-work drive. Scargill-bait-
ing and NUM-bashing became the obsession of the press,
in a campaign of unbridled hatred against the miners’
leader they could not cow.

To match and balance their demonology against the best
leader any section of the labour movement has had in
decades, the press in 1984 (in August, especially) discov-
ered the representative working-class hero of Mrs
Thatcher’s new Britain — the scab.

An atmosphere of hysterical pressure was built up in
the country, resembling almost the atmosphere in the big
marquee during an evangelical revival meeting when the
call goes out for sinners to get up and ‘testify for Jesus’.
Instant glorification, if not on-the-spot canonisation,
awaited the man who would step forward to ‘testify’ for
Thatcher and for strikebreaking. He would be dubbed
with some would-be glamorising name like “Silver
Birch”, or the “Dockers’ Silver Birch”.

The back-to-work drive had little success in June. Then
from July North Derbyshire NCB area director, Ken Moses
started a campaign of unprecedented ruthlessness. Miners
living outside the main pit villages were singled out. They
were written to, phoned, visited, systematically pres-
surised.

Moses’ effort produced few results until November. But
in late August a “National Working Miners’ Committee”
was set up, under the wing of Thatcherite whizzkid David
Hart. A Notts “Working Miners’ Committee” had existed
since the end of May.

Ominously, towards the end of August a few scabs
appeared in South Yorkshire. Huge numbers of police
descended not only on the picket lines but also on the pit
villages, which in the following months were transformed
into mini police states.

Sue Carlyle penned this picture of life in Kiveton Park,
where it sometimes seemed as if the entire might of the
British state were being mobilised to ensure that seven
scabs would get to work.

“To support and defend their right to scab, and help the
Coal Board break the strike, the village has been turned
into a mini police state.

“The scabs now have police guards back and front of
their houses, or hiding in their garages and back gardens.
After each shift the scabs are taken home in convoys con-
sisting of from three to five transit vans loaded with
police.

“As you look through the guarded windows at them
speeding past, the scabs hold their heads down...

“Every morning in the early hours between 2,000 and
3,000 police drive in to barricade the pit from pickets. The
picket line is physically pushed every morning from the
pit entrance into a country road away from the village.
The police make charges through the old people’s estate
and parade horses and riot gear through the main street,
endangering local people, young and old.”

From late August, a second wave of mass picketing was
mounted by striking miners — not to spread the strike but
to stop scabs at their own pits, where, as soon as one sin-
gle scab could be found, the government would send hun-
dreds of police to bully and intimidate the community.

THE TUC CONGRESS

This was the situation when, six months into the
miners’ strike, the TUC congress opened at
Brighton on 3 September. By now even David
Basnett [leader of the GMB] was worried enough

to make a seemingly sincere speech about the responsibil-
ity of the TUC to stop the government in its manifest
desire to destroy the NUM.

The ball was at the feet of the TUC. There was still time
to rally the working class to the miners. But, of course, the
TUC leaders had made it clear months before that they
would not support the miners. They wanted to get them-
selves in as mediators between the miners and the gov-
ernment, so that a deal could be fixed that would end the
strike.

The congress, despite all its bureaucratic limitations,
would want something better. The miners’ strike had
gripped the imagination of militants and activists
throughout the movement. So the leaders trimmed and
faked.

The NUM had put down an amendment calling for
“industrial action involving all trade unions”. The furni-
ture union FTAT called for a 24 hour general strike. But,
under pressure from the TUC leaders, these were with-
drawn in favour of a near-unanimous resolution recom-
mending — conditional on the agreement of each individ-
ual union concerned — a boycott of coal, coke or substi-
tute oil moved across NUM picket lines.
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The resolution was passed with great enthusiasm from
the floor.
SO commented: “Either this TUC congress will mark

the beginning of a new rallying of the working class
around the miners. Or it will go down in history as one of
the worst examples of vile left-talking fakery in the histo-
ry of the labour movement.

“The reflex of every militant with an ounce of sense will
be to regard the almost unanimous vote as mainly an
exercise in left-fakery by the leaders of the TUC...

“[But] the TUC decision is a lever which miners can use
to gain solidarity. For it to be effective rank and file mili-
tants should start organising to use it now” (SO 195).

Vile left-talking fakery it was. The railworkers and sea-
farers had already been giving such support for months.
Some power-stations likewise. A few more power stations
did start boycott action, but, as it turned out, not enough
to be decisive. The EETPU and the power engineers’
union voted against the TUC resolution and did nothing
to implement it: the GMBU and the TGWU, who had the
majority of coal-handling workers in power stations, did
practically nothing.

Arthur Scargill complained in mid-January: “I did ask
the leaders of the major power unions if they would
arrange meetings of shop stewards in the major power
stations. Although there was no rejection of this idea, it
has not been put into operation” (SO212).

The TUC resolution strengthened NUM appeals for sol-
idarity, and was thus something to build on. But it wasn’t
much. The question arises: would it not have been better
if the NUM leaders had pushed the call at congress for a
general strike? It would have given a rallying point for the
militants and the Left, at least. Socialist Organiser thought
at the time that they should have pushed the general
strike resolution, and in hindsight we think we were right.

But the lack of an organised rank and file movement
was especially critical in the weeks after the TUC. This
lack ensured that the solidarity produced was no more
than the TUC leaders intended.

The first week after the TUC was occupied by talks
between the NCB and the NUM — shifting to and fro
between Edinburgh, Selby, Doncaster and London. Many
rank and file strikers were bewildered and disturbed.

Stan Crawford of Bevercotes NUM, Notts, wrote in SO:
“The main problem during the week of NUM-NCB talks
was not knowing what was going on... All we knew was
what we saw on television or read in the papers. We were
left to guess.

“I would like to see talks held in the open, as they were
during Solidarnosc’s negotiations with the Polish govern-
ment four years ago. Then, the discussion was broadcast
to the membership as and when it was happening” (SO
197).

Then, once more, the prospect opened up of other work-
ers decisively tilting the balance in favour of the NUM.
The pit deputies’ (overseers’) union NACODS decided on
12 September to ballot its members on strike action over
the two issues of pit closures and pay being stopped for
deputies who refused to cross picket lines. If NACODS
struck, every pit in Britain would stop.

The result of the ballot — 82.5% for a strike — was
announced on September 28. The same day the High
Court declared whole NUM strike “unlawful” because
there had not been a national ballot.

LABOUR PARTY CONFERENCE

The Labour Party conference opened at Blackpool
on 1 October. Labour Party conference is less
tightly sewn up than the TUC, and it overturned
and overruled the platform line on the miners’

strike.
Arthur Scargill got a tremendous reception. Neil

Kinnock had given the impression for six months of slink-
ing around on the edge of the great working class battle,
waiting for a good chance to savage Arthur Scargill; but
now the Labour Party conference rejected his “statesman-
like” even-handed condemnation of violence, by which
primarily he meant pickets’ violence.

Conference condemned police violence, called for
police to be removed from the coalfields, and thus implic-
itly sided with the pickets. (SO supporters originated the
crucial clauses).

Albert Bowns (Kiveton Park NUM commented: “We got
the support we wanted from the rank and file, but we cer-
tainly didn’t get the support we wanted from the leader-
ship, particularly Kinnock.

“I thought he was very skilful, the way he skirted round
the issue — it was a typical politician’s answer.

“Kinnock is concerned only to put forward policies he
thinks people will vote for and so, of course, he was wor-
ried about the violence. But the present situation is the
perfect opportunity to put forward socialist policies.
Instead the leadership... think that all working people are
‘moderates’. But what is happening now is not modera-
tion...”

Two scab miners had applied for a High Court declara-
tion that it was unlawful for the NUM to run a national
strike because its rulebook required a national ballot for a

national strike. The legal action paralleled the new Tory
anti-union law which had come into force in the course of
the strike, requiring ballots for all strikes, but that law was
not actually used. The court took it upon itself to interpret
the NUM’s rulebook, and declared the strike unlawful.

On 1 October the NUM leaders were served with a
court order, as they sat in the Labour Party conference,
declaring that they were in “contempt of court” for con-
tinuing to call the strike official. They responded by insist-
ing that the strike was official according to the rules of the
NUM, and that they would not let the court dictate to the
union. On 10 October the court fined the NUM £200,000.
When the union would not pay, it ordered the seizure of
the NUM’s entire funds, on 25 October.

The day before, 24 October, NACODS had called off
strike plans with a miserable compromise, slinking away
while the miners fought for jobs. Now, for the NUM, blow
followed blow.

Police violence in the Yorkshire pit villages was stepped
up dramatically. The screaming, spitting gutter press was
now witch-hunting and agitating about an NUM official’s
fund-raising visit to Libya (although many British firms,
and even the NCB itself, have links with Libya). The TUC
leaders did nothing to help the NUM. Congress was over
for a year, so fake militancy and fake concern for the sur-
vival of the NUM was no longer at a premium.

TUC chair Jack Eccles said publicly that the TUC,
should pressurise the NUM into accepting the NACODS
deal. Several top trade union leaders agreed — off the
record. TUC general secretary Norman Willis went
through the motions of dissociating the TUC from Eccles’
rambling. He did nothing to help the miners.

At the time union leaders who backed Eccles did not
even dare go on the record about it. But now many people
in the labour movement or on its journalistic fringes are
trying to set up in business as wise men and sages with
the thought that really the NUM would have been best
advised to accept the NACODS deal in October. After all,
the NUM did end up in February offering to accept that
deal and being told by the Tories that now they had to
have something worse.

Such a philosophy would rule out almost any serious
struggle. In October the strike was still around 80% solid.
The strikers were still confident and strong. The Coal
Board was visibly in trouble: NCB official mouthpiece
Michael Eaton was suspended on 29 October, and director
of information Geoffrey Kirk was sacked on 31 October. A
second front was about to be opened up by Austin Rover
and Jaguar car workers striking over pay from 1
November. Only a faintheart could recommend settling
for the miserable NACODS deal.

Even as it turned out — with the Austin Rover unions
leaving their members in the lurch, and the TUC remain-
ing inactive even when the High Court appointed a
receiver over the NUM’s finances — the miners did not
end up worse than they would have done by settling in
October.

If, by some quirk, the NUM leaders had gone for the
NACODS formula and bulldozed the strikers into accept-
ing it, then many miners — certainly, the militants who
were the heart and soul of the strike — would have gone
back feeling let down and shamed, if not betrayed. They
would feel that they had accepted defeat in mid-battle.
Such an outcome would have been worse for the miners,
and for the labour movement as a whole, than the defeat
which actually happened.

In any case, there was not a single voice within the
NUM for accepting Eccles’ fine. Right-winger Trevor Bell
talked about a ballot on the NCB’s proposals in mid-
November, but that was all.

NOVEMBER: ONTO THE DEFENSIVE

With the start of November, the strike went
decidedly onto the defensive. After months
of chipping away, the Coal Board finally
claimed a breakthrough with scabbing in

North Derbyshire. The NCB offered a massive Christmas
bribe to miners -who had not had a wage packet for eight
months, and were now suffering serious hardship — if
they returned to work. By 19 November the NCB was
claiming a record 2282 miners returning to work on a
Monday. Two pits which come under the Yorkshire NUM
but are geographically in Notts — Manton and Shireoaks
— suffered major back-to-work moves.

The NUM was organising a series of regional strikers’
rallies. These showed the tremendous continuing deter-
mination of the hard core of the strike, but also their bit-
terness about the official leaders of labour. At Aberafan on
13 November a symbolic noose was dangled in front of
TUC general secretary Norman Willis; “Ramsey
MacKinnock” was pilloried for refusing to speak at the
rallies.

Now there was a growing note of anguish in Arthur
Scargill’s appeals: “We have to translate resolution into
action. I am not going to appeal to the barons of the TUC
— I want to ask the ordinary men and women of this
country to give industrial action support to this union.

“How much longer can you stand to one side and see

this union battered? We are asking you to come out now
and stop scab coal being delivered into power stations”
(Birmingham, 14 November: SO 206).

At police-battered Kiveton Park, there were still only 26
scabs in mid-November. But branch delegate Albert
Bowns, a leading militant, told SO how things now looked
to him:

“I think a general strike is less likely at the moment than
it has been in the past... I just can’t see anything happen-
ing through the TUC.

“I was hoping for something more from the national
delegate meeting [of the NUM on November 5] than these
rallies. I was hoping for, perhaps, a national mass picket
on particular collieries or particular areas. Now, we’re just
sticking to our own collieries and it’s making us weaker...“
(SO 206).

The labour movement was shamelessly leaving the
NUM to its fate in the struggle against the government. So
the Tories pressed relentlessly on.

On 30 November the Tories delivered what they hoped
was a knock-out punch. Tory lawyer Herbert Brewer was
appointed by the High Court as receiver of the NUM’s
finances. Brewer declared, “I am the NUM”.

Legally, he was the NUM. But there was another NUM,
not the notional legal entity now embodied by the High
Court in the unlikely figure of the former Tory councillor,
but the 140,000 striking miners and their families. And
that NUM refused to go down under the new blow. They
refused to surrender the union’s money, which they had
moved overseas.

Four days previously, on 26 November, the High Court
had fined the TGWU £200,000 (to be paid by 10
December) for supporting the Austin Rover strike without
a ballot in Tory-prescribed form. All the other car unions
wriggled out (including the Communist-Party-led TASS,
whose general secretary, Moscow-liner Ken Gill, told the
court that he had wished to obey the injunction to with-
draw support from the strike — but since he had not been
supporting it anyway, he had not known what to do). But
the TGWU would not pay the fine.

Unfortunately, it would not do anything positive either.
The meeting of its executive in early December decided to
take no action against the threat to the union. If passive
endurance could beat the Tories, then the TGWU would
have done the workers of Britain a great service in 1984.
But passivity — even defiant passivity -is not enough.

Now Arthur Scargill’s efforts to rouse the labour move-
ment and to make it aware of what was happening
reached a new peak of desperate urgency. Again and
again he appealed for industrial action to back the miners.
“There must be the most massive mobilisation of industri-
al action our movement has ever known, and we must
have it now.

“There is no other way to stop the court’s attempt to
destroy the NUM” (SO209).

Other voices on the left augmented and supplemented
Scargill’s. Tony Benn (reportedly on the private urging of
Scargill and Heathfield) called for a general strike; so did
Dennis Skinner.

But the TUC leaders did nothing. They went sleep-
walking on. Neil Kinnock had earlier refused a request by
the Labour Party NEC to speak at the November series of
NUM rallies. Now he condescended to speak at a miners’
rally in Stoke on November 30, to put “the case for coal”
(as distinct from the case for the miners!) and — faced
with jeering, baiting demands from Mrs Thatcher and her
press that he do so — to denounce pickets “”violence”.

Things were going badly for the miners, but, despite all
the miners’ difficulties, the Tories were still scared of a
second front. That was shown very clearly by the careful
way the courts handled the TGWU, using an official
called the “Queen’s Remembrancer” to take £200,000
rather than seizing the union’s whole funds. Despite
everything, even a limited initiative from other unions
could have swung the balance against the government.
Socialist Organiser proposed a campaign for a recall

TUC, which might call the leaders to account for their fail-
ure to implement the decisions of September. A campaign
for a recall TUC could be used to focus discussion of the
miners’ strike in the trade union branches. We argued
that, if a full general strike were not possible immediately,
then as a first step a 24 hour general strike should be
called by the pro-NUM unions or even by the NUM itself.

“I’m not sure”, objected Paul Whetton. “It’s a hell of a
gamble. A call for a strike could rebound on the NUM if
the NUM itself called it... For the NUM to call a one-day
general strike would be the last card. It always is the last
card in a shop steward’s or a branch secretary’s hand — if
you call a strike and nobody answers, then you have
played your last card” (SO 210).

That “last card” could have rallied and helped to organ-
ise the hundreds of thousands of active supporters that
the NUM had won in the labour movement. But scepti-
cism was understandable. Albert Bowns, for example, dis-
puted the demand for a recall TUC. “We all hoped that we
would get a good reaction from the TUC when its con-
gress met. We hoped that they would get everyone out
alongside us. Since that hasn’t happened, I just can’t see
anything happening through the TUC” (SO 206).

“I think we’ve got to call for a recall TUC conference”,
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said Paul Whetton, but without any illusions — “put the
arguments again and give them one last chance to come in
with us”.

The NUM leaders followed up their November rallies
with a speaking tour in the pit villages during December.
The back-to-work drive tapered off, collections increased as
Christmas came nearer, and at Christmas itself the pit com-
munities celebrated with defiant solidarity. Despite all the
hardships, many strikers and many strikers’ wives insisted
that it was their best Christmas ever, because of the warmth
and comradeship. Instead of isolated families each slumped
in front of their television, whole communities came togeth-
er to support each other and celebrate.

But the turn of the year brought back the grimness.
Energy minister Peter Walker confidently claimed
(December 29) that there would be “no power cuts in 1985”.
Although the City and East London were blacked out for
some hours on January 7, the policy of oil-burning and max-
imum use of nuclear power did in fact see the Central
Electricity Generating Board through to the end of the strike
without any crippling cuts.

As if to rub brine in the miners’ wounds, the Tories
marked New Year’s Day by giving peerages to Len Murray
and former electricians’ leader Frank Chapple — the sym-
bols and representatives of everything in the labour move-
ment that had combined with the slump and effects of mass
unemployment to allow the Tories to impose the sufferings
of a ten month strike on the miners and their families, and
would ultimately allow them to win the strike.

The steady dribble back to work was now usually to be
measured in hundreds per day. Neil Kinnock decided that
the strike had gone near enough to defeat for him to visit a
picket line (by chauffeur-driven car) in the same way that he
might attend commemorations for the Tolpuddle Martyrs.

But the miners were very much alive. The indomitable
spirit of defiance of capitalist “normality” was still strong.

At Kiveton Park the strike started to break up seriously
from 21 January, after 10 months out and five months of
heavy police occupation of the village.

When people set out together on a difficult, testing strug-
gle, and some of them break and give up or change sides,
those who continue to fight are forced to think hard and
define for themselves and others just what they think they
are doing. Albert Bowns did that when Reg Moss, a branch
official at Kiveton Park, started scabbing in late January and
allowed the Daily Express to proclaim the fact and use him
against the strikers. Albert Bowns published an open letter
to Moss — and to others who had given up the strike — in
Socialist Organiser:

Reg Moss had said he wanted to return to “normal life”.
But: “What is normal about having to accept mass redun-
dancies? What is normal about having to accept pit closures
on economic grounds (possibly Kiveton Park)?

“What is normal about craftsmen being de-skilled ... ? In
effect, what is normal about running to accept every crumb
which the management might, and I say might, condescend
to offer us?

“That is the ‘normality’ which you will have to return to if
the rest of us follow your example.

“The Kiveton Park NUM was directed to fight against this
kind of ‘normality’ and will continue to do so until the final
outcome” (SO 214).
Socialist Organiser tried to present an accurate picture of

the stages the strike went through as it unfolded. We refused
to voice any of the pessimism or defeatism rampant in sec-
tions of the left (in Socialist Worker, for example). Even so, by
6 February we had to admit: “Whatever the exact number of
new scabs, it is true that a steady stream of strikers seem to
be giving up and letting themselves be driven back to work.
Inevitably this drift back puts pressure on the strikers and
encourages Thatcher’s belief that her lust for the NUM’s
blood can be satisfied” (SO 215).

In this adverse situation, South Wales NUM official Kim
Howells floated the idea of a return to work without an
agreement (6 February). Whatever the possible merits of this

as a tactic once the union was collectively convinced that a
further attempt to maintain the strike would only tear
shreds off the NUM, to raise it there and then through the
hostile media was highly counter-productive.

Paul Whetton commented: “To make that statement on
the eve of a crucial meeting of the executive showed exceed-
ingly bad judgement, at best, and at worst an attempt to
scupper any cohesive policy... When it came over on the
news, the reaction amongst the Notts striking miners was
one of horror. Absolute horror... In fact the Notts striking
miners lobbied the executive meeting... to oppose the sug-
gestion coming out of South Wales” (SO 216).

The executive did not even discuss the idea, and Kim
Howells was removed from his job as an area NUM
spokesperson. But damage had been done. And then the
TUC stepped in with its final blow.

TORIES OUT TO SHRED THE NUM

On February 19 seven TUC leaders scurried to Downing
Street, not even bothering to conceal their glee that they
were back in contact with the people who had just sent
Len and Frank to the House of Lords. They eagerly took

on the job of acting as messenger boys to the NUM. The message
from Thatcher said, in essence: “Surrender, or else. No negotiations,
no concessions: surrender!”

When the NUM rejected this document, the TUC let it be
known that they were washing their hands of the miners,
and retired to let Thatcher urge her surrender terms under
the title of “the TUC document”.

Few things in the strike were more sickening than the cat
and mouse games played by the government from
November to the end. First they offered the Christmas bribe
to needy miners, and howled with indecent glee when some
miners deserted the strike. They were showing their dis-
pleasure with Scargill’s undemocratic methods, said the
press, as the broken men slunk back to work.

Then the Tories played the game of the on-off negotia-
tions, raising the hopes of the miners and then, having soft-
ened up a few, slamming the door and waiting for more
miners to give in. Having said for months that the NACODS
deal was on offer to the NUM, they withdrew it at the point,
at the end of the strike, when Arthur Scargill said he would
accept it.

The Tories now did not want a settlement. They wanted to
shred the NUM.

Commenting on the great Dublin lockout of 1913, the
employers’ leader in that struggle, William Martin Murphy,
cynically identified the fundamental disadvantage for
labour in any long industrial war of attrition. The workers,
he pointed out, soon have difficulties getting enough to eat;
the employers rarely have that problem. By March 1985
Britain’s glorious miners had that problem.

The Tories had all the resources of the ruling class at their
disposal. The miners, some 2 per cent of the labour move-
ment, had to fight 100% of that centralised ruling-class
power with insufficient support and sometimes downright
sabotage from the leaders of the other 98%. That was the
cause of the defeat.

On 3 March the eighth NUM conference since the strike
began met to decide what to do. South Wales proposed a
return to work without an agreement. Arthur Scargill
opposed the return to work, and so did the executive. They
argued instead that, with over 50 per cent of miners still out,
the strike should continue until 700 sacked strikers got their
jobs back.

The majority of delegates felt that there was a danger that
a big acceleration of scabbing would further erode the
union’s bargaining power on the 700 (and everything else),
and result, ultimately, in a return to work with the union in
tatters. They decided to stop that happening.

Starved, battered, but still defiant, they voted by 98 to 91
to return to work without a settlement, but as a still-intact

union.
To go back without the 700, and fight for their reinstate-

ment in local negotiations, was a bitter and agonising deci-
sion to have to take. In the circumstances the conference had
little viable alternative. This was confirmed a few days later
when the first wave of left-wing led, left talking - a la Ken
Livingstone - Labour councils failed to deliver on their
promises of opening up a second front, instead collapsing
ignominiously.

Once the decision was taken, Scargill and the left-wingers
on the executive urged a united return to work, and most
areas went back on Tuesday 5th.

Kent, and a few pits elsewhere, stayed out for a week after
the national return to work. Polmaise, in Scotland, the first
pit out in 1984, did not go back until Tuesday March 12, after
one year and four weeks on strike.

The greatest strike in British history was over. But the min-
ers’ strike was one battle in a war, and the war is far from
over. “The fight goes on”, said Arthur Scargill after the deci-
sion to return had been taken. The NUM has been forced to
retreat to “guerrilla” struggle — “like the Resistance in
World War Two”, as Scargill put it.

THE FIGHT GOES ON

It was a defeat; and what we said during the dispute about the
heavy implications of a defeat for the whole labour movement
was true. But it was not just a defeat; nor was the struggle in
vain. And it is not the end of the fight.

Despite all the horrors and hardships suffered by the pit
communities during the strike, and the further horrors and
hardships that will be imposed on them and on the whole
working class in the immediate period ahead as the Tories
improve on their victory, many good things have already
come or can yet come out of this struggle.

In the first place, the Tories were shaken. We still do not
know how close they were to crippling power cuts at the
end of the strike. They certainly had to sacrifice over £5 bil-
lion for the dispute, and they have built up a vast fund of
working-class resentment against themselves.

Thatcher’s success so far will reconcile the ruling class to
the huge costs of this strike as a “worthwhile investment” in
crushing class struggle once and for all. But class struggle
never can be crushed once and for all. And the ruling class
will not lightly agree to Thatcher taking them into further
ventures if they look like rousing resistance similar to the
miners’.

History shows a standard pattern after serious working-
class defeats in struggle: first, a period, often not very long,
when matters go from worse to worse and reaction reigns;
then a revival during which it sometimes becomes clear that
the defeated struggle chastened the ruling class more than at
first seemed.

Studying the very terrible defeat of the Paris workers’
uprising in 1871 (30,000 supporters of the Commune were
massacred, and many others deported), Marxists later
argued that despite defeat the uprising actually did achieve
limited gains, in that it tipped the scales towards a republic
in the long debate during the 1870s on whether France
should be a republic or a monarchy, and helped thereafter to
safeguard France’s republican constitution .

They also hailed the uprising as a great political inspira-
tion for future generations.

The 1984-5 miners’ strike will inspire not only future gen-
erations but this one. The miners have shaken Britain and
remodelled the political landscape. Class conflict, class bit-
terness, and class hatred on a level not seen here for a very
long time have been brought into the centre of British poli-
tics. The ruling class starved men, women and children for a
year, and now Mrs Thatcher gloats in public over her tri-
umph. But the miners’ strike has stored up memories and
hatreds — not only among miners and their families — that
the ruling class and the Tories will live to regret.

Tens of thousands have learned that capitalism is a soul-
less system that sacrifices people for profit; tens of thou-
sands of new militants have learned to hate capitalism and
those who run it.

Coming out of jail after a week of being locked up simply
because she insisted on picketing, despite police “cautions”
and despite bail conditions, Nottinghamshire striking
miner’s wife Brenda Greenwood spoke the language and
expressed the feelings that live in thousands who have gone
through the miners’ strike.

This is not, as the editorial writers fondly believe, the lan-
guage of the past, or of a stage in the history of the labour
movement which the miners’ strike has brought to an end.
It is the language of the future.

“The shattering experience of being sent to prison will be
etched on my memory for as long as I live. But I am in no
way deterred, nor has my spirit been broken.

“The time has come for the working class of the 1980s to
stand up and be counted. We must not be afraid to face the
machinery of the state head-on in defence of our rights.

“We must fight on every front in defence of all the rights
and standards that have been won for us in blood, sweat
and tears by the working class of the past.

“It is our duty to defend, protect and uphold all these
rights and standards, and it is our proud heritage to hold
them in trust for future generations of our class”.


