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Myths and the miners
With each month that asses, the scale of  the defeat of  the miners '

str ike is becomin cl-earer .  In th i  s art  ic le And Brown explores the

ssibi l i t that  the l -ef  t  was res nsibl-e for  i ts own defeat.

Photographs by John Sturrock and Laur ie Sparham.

Y NOW most people on the lef t
i l t  be s ick and t i red of  reading
rt ic les on 'The lessons of  the
iners '  str ike '  whose main

contr ibute s igni f icant ly to the
defeat;  asked, moreover,  whether
the bulk of  the lef t  l ras not spent
the per iod s ince t l - re str ike endecl
t ry ing very hard to avoid facing
real i ty.

Much of  the lef t  has contenter l
i tsel f  wi th t i rades against
Margaret  Thatcher,  the pol ice,  the
press,  and the TUC, which give the
impression that these p"opie have
suddenly become especial ly evi I .

str ike far led merely because i t
lacked the correct  leadership.  I t
is way past t ime t trat  the tef t
took a long hard look at  i tsel f ,

c lusion seems to be that the

asked whether i ts own mistrust
f  ordinary people and its own

macho myths about the strength of
industr ia l  unions did not
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But there is I i t t Ie Point  in

blaming Thatcher for  being a TorY'

the pot ice for  being aggressive,

the press for  being Propagandist '
the TUC for t rYing to get workers

to agree to th ings theY don' t

rea1ly want,  and st i l l  less the

Labour PartY for being more

intereste 'd in the oPinion PoIIs
than in the v ictorY for the

str ikers.  Al l -  these bodies have

always acted in th is wdlr  and

indeed the Labour PartY in

part icular had a great deal  to

gain by the str ike 's defeat (no

i t roppy unions staging 'winters of

discontent '  next  t ime theY get

in )  .  Neverthel-ess,  desPite the

worst  ef for ts of  those who oPenIY

oppose them and those who are

supposed to be on their  s ide,

str iJ<es are of ten succesful  in

actr ieving their  ob ject ives.

In mY

defeated

Unstoppabl  e force
page: graf f  i t ' i  at

v iew this str ike was
not because the
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meets jmmovable object  -  Eggborough

Eas' ington, Durham, September 
. |984'

author i t ies were esPecial lY

eff ic ient ,  but  rather because the

wtrole approach of the left to the

strike PtaYed into the
government 's hands.

Organised disaster

The f i rst  major mistake was

largely one of  tact ics.  The

govert*ent wanted this str ike,

ftannea for i t  and Provoked it

il.= it a good idea to give them

wtrat theY wanted?

If someone wants to close down

an industry, t tren str ike action

alone is rrcst unlikelY to Prevent
them. After aI I ,  str ik ing is

stopping work, which is wtrat theY

wanl you to agree to do in the

f i rst  Place. Tact ics wtr ich maY

work against the threatened

closure of  an industrY are not

easy to work out. However, in the

appropriate circumstances theY

pickets,  APri l  
- l984 Previ  ous
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ight  include: f i rst lY occuPat ions;

secondly the c l -osure of  other

industr ies through sol idar i tY
act ion;  and thirdlY c iv i l
d isrupt ion,  such as Prevent ing
ci t ies f rom working bY regularIY

locking traf f ic '  ra is ing the

level  of  v io lence to such a Pi tch
hat the government decides that i t

is  safer to 'comPromise' ,  or  bY

icket ing and making l i fe di f f icul t

for  outs ide inst i tut ions such as

newspapers and the courts t
prevent ing the movement of  t rade

suppl ies,  i f  necessary by
int imidat ing lorry or coach f i rms.

On several  occasions str ikers
began to act  a long these l ines
(e.g.  the blocking of  motorways bY

str ikers '  cars which took Place
ear ly on in the str ike),  but  theY

'Yere not encouraged to put their

energy and in i t iat ive into such

act ions,  and instead were
nobi l ised for a ser ies of

set-piece batt les wl th the Pol ice
vhich had predictable outcomes.

I t  is  no good arranging to turn

up at  a speci f ied t ime and Place
for a mass confrontation against

well-equipped police backed by the

courts.  Such r i tuals usual lY lead

to arrests,  beat ings and

imprisonment. For an action to be

effect ive i t  usual lY needs to come

as a surpr ise to the author i t ies,
and to be di f f icul t  to forestal l .
Ttre best way to achieve this is

for the act ions to be organised
locally by word of mouth and the

targets constant lY changed.

The tradi t ional  lef t  st i l l

bel ieves in strong central ised

leadership and in organis ing in a

discipl ined waY. This str ike

should have taught a lot  of  PeoPle

that such methods aren' t

pract ical .  For examPle, al l  the

l lever f inancial  manouevres of  the

l{ t tM leadership did nothing t .o make

i ts funds avai lable to helP i ts

members instead the money was

seized by the courts.  Miners were

forced to organise f inancial lY

themselves, and raised far more

money as wel l  as winning suPPort
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A foot soldier in the batt le -
of  a pol ice t runcheon at tack at
0rgreave works,  June 
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one v ' ic t im
the

f rom many more ordinary members of

the publ ic;  facts which came as no

surpr ise to l ibertar ians,  who have

always argued that the sel f -

act iv i ty of  people is more

creat ive and ef fect ive than

central  d i rect ion.  So far there is

precious l i tL le evidence that th is
part  icular '  l -esson'  has been
ibsorbed by those people who most

neeci  to learn i t .

Systematic mi strust

The second mistake is that

throughout the str ike the lef t  has

shown a tn istrust  of  ordinary
people,  and this has been one of

the key causes of  the str ike 's

defeat.

There was no just i f icat ion in

union tradi t ion,  tact ical  gain or
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terminal  one. There are other
groups of workers whose Power is
vir tual ly untouched, and manY of
these groups have barel.Y begun to

:ap their  Potent ia l  Power.  For

instance, despi te a very
conservat j -ve ideologY the Civi l
Service Union caused the
government to lose mi l l ions of
pounds dur ing i ts last  str ike
ui thout actual ly causing i ts
members that much hardshiPr dnd

indiv idual  act ions bY civ i l

servants have regular lY exPosed

the government in the last  Year.
Equal ly,  the strength of  the
women's movement has probablY
increased as a resul t  of  th is
str ike,  and the possibi l i tY is
beginning to emerge that work
might cease to be the focus for
the most v is ibte manifestat ions of
pol i t ical  struggle.

Such theor is ing does not,
unfortunately,  hetp the miners
€ro1lr and there is no gett ing away
from the ser iousness of  the
posi t ion for  many of  them in the
aftermath of  the str ike.

Repair ing the damage

Two images from recent
demonstrat ions brought this home
to me part icular ly c lear ly.  On
one, three chi ldren who might t rave
been ten or eleven were walk ing
around with col lect ing t ins.  Each
had a not ice around her neck. One
such not ice read "Dad ja i led for
2L, years please give
generously".

On a di f ferent demonstrat ion,
the day after the return to work,
I  t reard a miner te l l ing someone
why he wasn' t  back at  work.  He'd
been sacked that morning and had
been forced to sel l  h is TV set in
order to survive.  "St i l l , "  he
said,  " I  can always go home and

watch the radio -  they haven' t
taken that yet .  "

People l ike th is need al l  the

help we can muster.  A11 too of ten

the lef t  cheers on a group of

workers and then forgets them the

second the str ike is over,  movinE

on to support  the next cause of

the week. We ought not to let  this
happen this t ime. Please send any
money you can spare to the address

publ ished on the facing page and so

help to al leviate at  least  the

worst  of  their  problems.

The way the ordinary str ikers
have behaved in th is str ike has
been astonishing, as has been the
enthusiasm of the women who fought

alongside them. After a year of
poverty none of  us can dispute
their  courage and almost no-one is
ser iously blaming them for going
back, not even t trose who cracked
that two or three weeks before the
general  return.

Nevertheless,  despi te al l  th is
courage the government has gained
from the dispute a s izable
victory.  I f  th is v ictory is not to
be repeated then i t  is  way past

New forces in an o1d struggle
wi ves dernonstrat ' ing i  n London
between the NUM and NCB, May

- mi ners '
dur i  ng ta l  ks

I  984.
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