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FOR WORKERS’ POWER

And I'm going
to throw up. . .
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THE MINERS’ STRIKE

This article reflects a collective viewpoint which emerged
from a 'Solidarity' (London) group discussion.

Congratulations to the miners! They have won the pay award which
everyone from 'Socialist Worker! to the 'Daily Express' agreed they deser-
ved. In so doing the miners unequivocally rubbed the Government's face
in the dirt; its status and authority were severely shaken.

We did not expect such an outcome at the beginning of January, when
the CEGB was boasting of stocks of coal sufficient to last eight weeks.
With memories of the failure of last winter's postal workers' strike,
under similar conditions, it seemed that the miners could not hope to
suceeed without the support of other unions, particularly the TGWU. As no
other union had declared support, a victory in only four weeks was even
more remarkable. How did it happen?

The victory was due to rank and file militancy which took the struggle
far beyond the limits originally conceived by the N.U.M. leadership. First,
the miners largely ignored the N.U.M. directive to carry out safety main-
tenance work in the pits during the strike. In only 60 of the 289 pits
were there adeguate 'safety’ arrangements. Who felt they had most to lose
by this? Certainly not the miners. When Ezra presented thenm with the
spectre of -unemployment in the shape of further pit closures, the miners'
redetion was 'to hell with the pits!'. Thus despite the experience of the
last 15 years in which the work-force has been reduced by about two-thirds,
the miners showed no concern to preserve tthe right to work'. They had
emerged from their holes to get a better living wage, and they didn't care
if they never went back down them again. Asked after the death of a work-
mate in the struggle whether they still thought the strike was weorthwhile,
miners replied that they had so far saved four lives (which would have been
lost through the 'mormal' incidence of fatal accidents underground).

Second, and more important, was the picketing. Initiated by the rank
and file, it transformed the situation. Not only was picketing extended
beyond the pit gates to places such as coal-fired power -stations and coke
depots, but it became a mass action, rather than the usual small token
presence. Moreover, the picketing introduced 2 new element into the strike,
namely that of physical confrontation. This led to the arrest of over
200 miners, the death of one of them, and to scores of injured (including
at least 2 policemen}. The best example of this new, offensive mood was
at Saltley Coke Depot where several thousand miners, engineers and students
defeated the police and forced the local Chief Constable to shut down the
Depot. (See page 5 of this issue for a participant's eye view of this event)
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There was a widespread refusal by other workers to cross the miners'
picket lines (despite much publicity given the exceptions). Some railmen
went further by refusing to deliver 0il to power stations. The movement of
fuel to power stations was thus brought to a standstill. Many groups of
workers (such as engineering and car workers), housewives and students
acted to support the miners in meny different ways.

What about the leaders of the other unions, in particular Jack Jones,
boss of the key TGWU? Well, as scon as someone mentioned the possibility
of declaring solidarity with the miners, he left for the Continent, only
returning to announce that support for the strike was up to the individual
worker ('on their Jack Jones's', as it werel). This could have been as
damaging to the miners as the failure of Post Office engineers to support
the postal strike was last year. Fortunately, while unions failed to do
anything, fellow-workers acted. Students also showed solidarity by provid-
ing pickets and accommodation, giving donations and offering many other
facilities - in direct contrast to their 1926 predecessors.

But if those were different students and different workers, it was
also a different public to that of 1926, ‘'Public opinion' is by definition
an arbitrary and dangerous notion, usually being little more than what the
'Daily Express' or 'Daily Mail' believe that people ought to believe. How-
over in this instance the government failed to whip up 'public opinion'
against the miners, as it had done with the power workers. The standard
argument that old ladies only die from hypothermia whilst strikes are in
progress no longer worked. Even the most severe power cuts did not bring
odium on the miners as the government had hoped. Since then, of course, the
government has made it quite clear that, as the public had largely supported
the miners, they would have to foot the bill, That'll teach usi Moreover,
not all the chickens have yet come home to roost and the strike may provide
the perfect opportunity for more redundancies in other industries which can
be blamed on the miners. 3 :

WHO CONTROLS WHOM?

Why did the government engage in such a protracted struggle, losing
much more in the end than it would have lost had it settled at the end of
the second week? No doubt they were initially defending their Incomes
Policy. But the price they were obviously willing to pay suggests that they
felt that much more was at stake.

When it was over Heath spoke on T.V. of a double danger: inflation
and the challenge to 'what most of us consider to be the right way of doing
things'. It would be facile to dismiss this as just a reactionary response.
Tt was certainly that, but it was much more. The government realised that
the conduct of the strike (the picketing in particular) posed a powerful
threat to the status quo itself.
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The government's power to impose its will on & section of the popul-
ation had all but disappeared. Its authority was being seriously undermined.
The defence of the Incomes Policy became secondary to the defence of the
basic authority relations. Editorials in !'The Times' spoke repeatedly of
'the crisis of authority'. Our masters showed their fear ... made worse by
the knowledge that the miners' leaders were not in full control either.

S The government avoided direct confrontations. They back-pedalled
whenever they .could. They silenced their own hotheads who wanted to bring
the troops in. Whén the Scottish miners threatened trouble because the
Dunfermline Sheriff's Court had ruled that some pickets were to face riot
charges, the government flew a legzl expert up there to straighten things
out - i.e. to release them. Thergovérnment was attempting to repress by
means of tolerance.

The miners' strike dealt 2 body blow to the Industrial Relations Act.
No one even whispered about its existence. Heath's T.V. speech on the strike
showed how scared they really were: *...in many ways the invisible danger
is the more worrying because it concerns spmething‘it is hard to pin down
and put a value to. It concerns the kind of country we want to live in and
the kind of people we want to be. It concerns our’ traditional British way
of doing things'. And so on. By this the Prime Minister presumably meant’
a society and government based on the principles of privilege, authority
and deference. o
The government was sufficiently aware 6f thé- threat not' to provoke
confrontations which it could not deal with. It was incapable of .asserting
its authority without using brute force. But it was anxious to-avoid the
consequences of this. In such an atmosphere of militancy, may be & million
people could have been brought onto the streets (rather than thousands).
And where would all that have .ended? The government did-not want to take
any chances. In the ond the struggle, successful as it was in some ways,*
was completely contained within the system. But the Establishment clearly
perceived a potential threat to its power., What saved them was the insuf-
ficient level of collective (although not necessarily individual) conscious-
ness of the miners. If the miners’ strike shows nothing else, it shows the
fragile relationship beftween power and consciousness.

The power and authority of our masters is based on their ownership
and control of the means of production. But this state of affairs can only
last as long as people recognise it as 'natural' and give it the stamp of
their consent. Our rulers retain power because they appear to have power
(a self-fulfilling prophecy indeed). Deference perpetuates the illusion.

The miners not only won 2 20% wage increase, their self-respect and selfi-
confidence were also given a big boost. Despite their militancy over the
years, this was in fact their first tyictory’ (in terms of wages and condi-
tions) for a very long time. Previous 'victories' had all been linked to
redundancies and productivity deals.
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When they lose their tcredibility' as rulers, they are lost. On the other
hand the working class collectively have real power. They run the system
and only their daily intervention maintains it. But they are only partly
conscious of this. If they were fully aware of this fact - and prepared to
assert their power - the system would collapse. The miners' strike exempli-
fied the assertion of real power without this collective consciousness.

There are many examples (especially in the U.S.A.) of militant and
even violent struggles led by union bureaucrats, some of them very reaction-
ary. Militancy does not necessarily mean rank-and-file control. This is a
point to remember in the present wave of euphoria. The rank and file miners
did organise, but there is no evidence that they created structures reflect-
ing a deeper challenge to the union leadership, the boss or the whole rotten
system in which we live. Again, the value system of this society prevailed.
Few seriously challenged the tright! of the NUM leadership (rather than the
rank and file) to determine the way the struggle was conducted. There was
no drive to extend the fight into spheres of their 1ife other than the wage
demand, or to link up with other sections of the community, despite the fact
that large sections of the community came to the miners' support.

Although this militant strike was successful in achieving a wage
demand, capitalism was successful too. The collective power of the miners
was limited to a justified struggle for higher wages, but it did not funda-
mentally challenge the exploitative relationships at work. Had this happened,
it would have provided an example to workers everywhere.

In the end, capitalists will pay up. But they can't agree to change
the basic authority structure of their system. In the miners' strike, they
were not asked to.
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LETTERS

Supporters in various parts of the country sent us
a number of letters during the miners' strike. The
following extracts are of particular interest.

We found it unbelievable that coal stocks were allowed to build up
in the way they did, although we think that the amount of fuel stocked was
exaggerated. Idiving in this area, and also having been a miner for 16 years
(T went down the pit on leaving school at 15 and left 4 years ago), I have
~every sympathy with the miners' cause, and will support them in every way

" possible.

I have been out today, seeing all the members of our TGWU branch
who are concerned in hauling fuel. They have been asked to cooperate with
the miners by not hauling coal or coke, and they have agreed to this. One.
firm employing around 30 drivers has 1laid them off for the duration of the
strike. Many of the pits around here have been closed down over the past
10 years causing men to retire early, move to pits many miles away or leave
the pits altogether. I believe that most miners have had the threat of the
chopper hanging over their heads for so long that they have ceased to care
whether their pits remain open or not. Most of them, though, are concerned
solely with the money in the pay packet and have no thought of any change
in the political system in this country. They would be content to help the
system as it is, provided that they are getting what they consider to be a
reasonable wage. This is true of most workpeople, I believe. I'm sure you
must have found this. They Seem very determined but, like you, we are dread-
ing a repetition of the Post Office strike, which is what will happen if
they fail to get the support they bhadly need. If the miners lose, we all
lose.

W. H., Ossett, Yorkshire.

Last week in Birmingham, at Saltley Coke Depot, it was the Police
versus the People. Last Thursday morning the People won a small victory
through their solidarity. About 8,000 people gave their open support to the
miners - women from the Valor factory, workers from G.E.C., Rover, S5.U. car-
burettors, building workers and Claimants' Unions, etc., plus hundreds of
trade unionists and their wives turned up to stop the scab lorries from
getting into the coke depot.

A1l week up till Wednesday wec were giving out leaflets, telling the
single strikers about Section 13 which entitles them %o social security
payments for urgent needs such as rent and food. We had a great response.
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to this by the miners. Apout 2,000 leaflets were given out to the pickets
who came from Wales, Barnsley, Doncaster, Durham, Stoke, Rugeley and Coventry.

On Monday the Police arrived in force to the Saltley Coke Depot. There
were about 500 of them keeping the pickets back and letting the scabs ing
put we all surged forward as soon as & lorry came and forced the lorry to
stop. About 20 lorries got through. The police then started to show to
everyone who and what they were protecting and exactly what their role is =~
the boots came in and they arrested 14 miners.

On Tuesday the Special Branch appeared, trying not to look obvious,
but they managed to point out people whose faces they knew and who they
thought were activists. This was the day a lorry forced its way through
the picket lines and dragged a policeman under the wheels fracturing his leg
and injuring other pickets. 20 pickets were arrested and there were 700 pigs.

On Wednesday about 800 pigs turned up - not counting plain clothes
men in the crowd, who when they were discovered, were isolated and & cry
went up not to mix with them! There were 800 pickets but more lorries were
getting through, and the pickets started pushing to break the police cordons
every time a lorry arrived. I had been speaking to some miners about their
social security problems about 10.45 am, when a lorry arrived and they began
surging forward. I was jumped on by two heavy sergeants and pulled out of
the crowd by my hair and frogmarched to & police van with 6 other pickets.
We were made to lay on the floor of the van, face downwards with our hands
in our pockets. A 1ad from Rotherham who was in the van was attacked by 6
pigs. We were all charged with abusive words and behaviour, etc.; a load
of rubbish and trumped up charges as usual. There were 30 arrests.

Thursday. After a call for solidarity, between 8,000 and 10,000

people came to support the miners, and the Depot was closed. It was a
victory for the first stage in the battle. ‘

7. C., Handsworth, Birmingham.

















































































