Popular Yarns of Class War




The miners’ strike has dominated political discussion for over a year. Put another way, more crap h=
been written about it from every hue of the visible political spectrum than about any other event.

Now Playtime shuffles into the marketplace after it's all over, only to find _itqeif alongside the jacks=
picking over every scrap of fallen ‘truth’. There’s a lot about the strike in this issue, so we should s:=
now : it’s not our intention to sell ourselves using the strike as a !oss-leader, just as we haven’t use
it as a ‘cause’ that we could abandon ourselves to.

Class struggle in the mining communities is about our class—and thus in a sense about us, our
own struggles, our own hopes. But in a more real sense it’s not about us in London, ninety miles frc
the nearest pit.

Finding ourselves in the position of interested but largely helpless spectators, and in the presenc:
of so many narcissists and politicians, it’s hard not to feel a bit self-conscious writing about it. WI'!y
risk looking like one of them? Others are asking the same question. The silence now about the stri
in some quarters is deafening, while the absence of sound from those now talking the loudest is ev=
more marked.

So why? Because it is ‘images’ of the miners’ strike which are painted on the backclo
behind every class struggle in Britain today.

The miners' strike began as an initiative by the strikers
themselves, was maintained through the initiatives of the mining
communities, and only ended when a majority of the strikers saw
it wasn't going to achieve its object. The strikers' aim was to
force the National Coal Board (NCB)/Government to cancel their
plans for the industry—a programme of rapid closures involving
20,000 ‘voluntary' redundancies. In this they have been
unsuccessful,

Talk now is of 20 closures over the next year (4/5 in South
Wales, 2/3 in Scotland and the North East, 6 each in Yorkshire
and the Midlands) and 50,000 redundancies. NCE Area Directors
have been told to do an ‘exercise’ in seeing how many
redundancies could be made without affecting production targets.
As this is written, the struggle over the first two closures—Frances
and Bedwas—is underway.

it's been said that the most remarkable thing about the strike
was that it happened at all, after years of induced recession and

insubstantial the ‘realistic limits' can be.

It's no insult to the determination and courage shown by
majority of miners to point out that they still made relatively
effort to overcome the difficulties of extending the strike, as
opposed to standing firm. In fairness to them, most strikers *
sensible view of what they might achieve. The aim was not
proletarian revolution, but to stop the Macgregor Plan.
Nevertheless once mass picketing had been defeated, it bec
a (very large) sit-at-home strike. It is still a tribute to them &=
remained as determined as it had ever been, well after the :
that power cuts and large-scale outsid. solidarity became v
and the lack of resolve of the non-‘militant’ NUM leaders b=
obvious.

For some ‘revolutionary observers’ the NUM became the
focus for their private ambitions, much as Solidarnosc was :
couple of years ago. On the other side some tried to cast =

Mr Benn, MP for the mining constituency of Chesterfield
reiterated his belief that the whole Labour movemer
ought to be preparing for a general strike in defence @

civil liberty and free trade unionism.

the ‘new realism'’ it has bred amongst workers. (In fact we said
this in the last issue.) This truism is used by many in a patronising
sense. "Jolly good show, chaps! Pretty good effort, given the
sticky wicket you were playing on!". As if defeat was inevitable.
Ahsolute rubbish. In fact, the strike provides a basic lesson in the
nature of mass class struggle. That it arises from the anger
generated by specific and usually local grievances, but once the
ball has been set rolling it achieves a momentum of its own.

The hardline National Union of Mineworkers (NUM) leadership
had been trying to get a national strike for some years, and had
been rebuffed in a series of votes. They were as surprised at the
development of this strike as anyone else—but knew, for all the
problems (bad timing, no planning, high coal stocks, etc.), that
this was the only chance they were going to get. They worked
hard to make the best of a bad job.

The union didn't plan the strike, and neither was it some sort
of logical 'miners next step’ in response to the effects of the
build-up to restructuring. (Not just the job losses through closures,
but those through mechanisation and reorganisation. And the
speed-ups and increased work discipline for those left. All against
the background of the grievences over pay). But bad as the
effects were, workers as ‘militant’ as the miners have stoically
put up with worse. Equally the walkout at Cortonwood colliery
wasn't the first local strike against a closure since the present
round of restructuring began. This time, as the strikers' anger led
a minority to step outside ‘new realism', it gave both them and
the majority of their fellow miners a new perspective on what
acting realistically could mean. The way in which this struggle
erupted—and was pursued—against the odds, shows how

the unique agent of the strikes defeat (up to 117/ months b=
the strikes end). Both views are total shit. Fhe function of ur
is to mediate in class struggle. At least-worst they ‘represer”
anger of workers to management, and ‘represent’ the respor
of management back again. The price of keeping their stake
the middle management of capitalist society has been their
readiness to actively focus and channel workers’ anger, anc
actively police the accords they arrive at with the bosses. Ur
can never be a form of organisation suitable for revolution—
revolution simply means kicking out the old bosses to replac
them with new ones. (The closely-related dream of sharing ©
the authority over capitalist society between everyone is just
an impossible dream).

On the other hand, those ‘revolutionaries' who saw the ur
as the principal Bogeyman simply developed workerist verse
of ‘Green’ politics. The militant faction in the NUM leadershic
wanted a strike (on their terms). Far from going out of their »
to sabotage direct aciion, the executive was wholly pragmat
was quite happy to see violence, disruption, anything you fiks
objection wasn't to these, it was to bad publicity. They didn®
tolerate rank and file initiative, they counted on it.

Not being responsible for disruption, but still being the boc
best able to sort it out, is an old union stance. After the revis
to union law by the Tories it has become the norm. But this
the same as saying that all unions are interested in stampinc
militancy. On the contrary for the NUM (like some others, eg
NGA), rank and file militancy and initiative is what gives the
strength to their negotiating positions. Just as long as they rer
in charge of negotations, and the militant-dominated delegats



continue to give them democratic ‘legitimation’. In other words,
provide them with the ‘orders’ ‘they were only obeying'.

The problem for the union in many areas was keeping this
threat of an uncontrollable membership credible in the absence
of any effective activity which it could be ‘seen’ to organise during
the months of ‘waiting for the power cuts'.

Anyhow so much for theory. In reality the union’s failure to
match the state's advance planning; its lack of skill in responding
to the NCB's publicity and opinion-forming machinery; the inertia
and active sabotage of faint-hearts and traitors, even given the
limited scope for betrayal within the union's normal functioning:
all were exposed during the course of the strike. What else would
you expect, even from a militant union? But most of the bureaucrats
genuinely wanted to ‘win’', and would quite happily have put up
with the cost of this in terms of losing control over the direction
of the strike to the strikers themselves. They would even face
things getting out of hand. Dealing with that is what unionism is
all about, in the last resort. And after all, the leadership—and
most of the strikers come to that—saw the NUM as the best
union of the lot.

Of course it's true that the control the union was allowed to
retain established limits to the strike which eventually helped
break it. But after mass picketing had been defeated, most of the
strikers were clearly not prepared for the degree of radicalisation
and violence that extending the strike would have involved. To
be more exact, they had an eminently realistic sense of how far
they could count on their fellow-strikers, and on other workers
and proletarians. That was the crucial element in the failure of
the strike to burst its limits. Had they believed otherwise, the
union couldn’t have kept control even if it had wanted too, and
would have had real difficulty regaining it.

As for those 'revolutionary observers' who used accounts of
the union’'s role as pornography in order to masturbate over what
could be achieved in a real ‘union’, with real ‘members’ like
themselves, well ... few words are necessary. The abject display
of arse-licking from every point of the compass is testimony,
enough to the 'new fantasy' in 'revolutionary’ circles that has
paralleled the ‘new realism’' in the working class.

But this is a marginal problem. The most depressing fact
about peoples’ perception of the NUM's role and function, has
been the difficulty they've had in distinguishing the goals of the
union from those of the strikers. After all the union's actions have
been visible to all. The way they have preserved their funds
overseas—not in order to use them to promote the strike, but to
secure the union’s future. The way the upheaval of the strike
was used to restructure the union’'s own organisation (the attempts
by both ‘militants’ and ‘'moderates’ to build their respective power-
bases). exactly like the NCB. The way that after the return to
work. the perspectives put forward by the leadership were for
campaigns against Thatcherism, rather than about the class
struggle which was supposed to continue in the pits. The degree
o which the membership and their families were left to wage the
struggle (in every sense), on their own.

Throughout there were two struggles going on. The failure to
see or undersiand this—even among those committed to class
struggle against this society—was the most sabering indicator of
how far the sinikers themselves were constrained. What could
you say about the militants outside Congress House shouting
that the NUM executive had betrayed them...and Arthur Scargill.

The exposure of the NUM's powerlessness, the way its planning
was undercut by new forms of struggle by the state, the loss of
credibility it suffered—all mirror the defeat of Ted Heath and Co.
in 1972 The umion’s siruggle suffered the deepest defeat—
because the union itself is the institutionalisation of that defeat. in
as permanent a form as is possible under capitalism

To a degree unionism itself has suffered a real setback. Many
miners won't ever trust the union to lead them into another battle
And while the strike has demonstrated that Arthur Scargill really

does walk, not on water, but on the very thinnest of ice, miners
will never again believe he can single-handedly offset the inertia
of the union structure.

Of course, the disillusionmenmt with unionism as a result of
the strike, felt by some miners and by many other workers, is
mostly passive. All too much of it is sublimated into blaming the
lack of solidarity, blaming the bosses and state, or in feeling
guilty. On the other hand as we go to press we hear that a national
miners' rank and file movement has been launched out of
disillusionment with the reactionary activity of the NUM. We will
be looking with interest to see what it stands for and does.

If the union's defeat was severe, the NCB's victory by contrast
remains incomplete. It's won an opportunity to restructure fast—
one that it is seizing with both hands. It is offering voluntary
redundancy terms over the heads of the union bureaucrats, in an
attempt to undermine threatened pits beyond the point of feasible
resistance. This is an enormously expensive strategy in terms of
redundancy payments. The brass face of the NCB in claiming
poverty as the justification for its ‘post-strike strategy’ of closing
pits without referring to the colliery review proceedure agreed
with NACODS, the pit deputies union, is quite astonishing. But
the money always seems to be there for what suits the boss.

The strike has been both expensive—costs to the NCB about
£1bn— and risky in a commercial sense. In recent years the coal
industry's markets have been dangerously unbalanced, dominated
by one monopoly customer, the Central Electricity Generating
Board (CEGB), which takes 92% of all coal sold. Coal's 80%
share of electricity fuel supply would have dropped whatever
happened. In the aftermath of the strike the NCB faces a tough
ride commercially. Some of its smaller markets were lost to
imported coal and will have to be won back.

Hopes have been raised of making British coal more
internationally competitive. But the lack of sufficient deep-water

He said : “With the banning of the trade unions at Cheltenham,
the destruction of the GLC, the possibility they may put Arthur

Scargill in jail, people have got to make up their minds — are we

going to sit and watch it on the telly or start thinking about it.”
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ports which kept coal imports relatively low makes exports equally
difficult, and many countries will not accept British coal which
has a high chlorine and sulphur content.

It will not be seen how far the NCB has ‘won’ until the extent
to which the strike has gone ‘underground’ in the pits is known.
That will be fairly soon, because the most important orders the
NCB has are to restock CEGB power stations, which means the
NCB being able to deliver large quantities of coal rapidly.

The effect of any large-scale restructuring exercise isn't simpy
to break workers' resistance, it is also to break the entrenched
power of senior and middle management. The disputes within
the NCB executive and with NACODS were not by-products of
the ‘real fight' but essential elements of the NCB hard-liners’
strategy for the coal industry. It's clear that NACODS members
are as little pacified as the other workers.

So far the evidence is that the NCB will by no means have
things all its own way. That can be seen in the spate of small
local disputes since the return to work. Restructuring may not be
stopped, but the price extracted for it in obstructionism and non
co-operation could eat deeply into the bosses' profits.

The fact that significant numbers of the miners seem still
prepared to ‘have a go' is a failure for the NCB. And in the terms
the NCB themselves measure victory and defeat, all they have
done is create an opportunity which they still have to successfully
exploit.

Sir Alfred Sherman, an ex-Marxist who
is one of Mrs Thatcher’s most ideological
advisers, also chose the language of the
Left to attack the miners. Coal miners, he
argued in The Times (21 June 1984) were
not ‘generating surplus value but deficit
value, hence they exploit their fellow
workers’. They represent ‘sheer
conservatism, attempting to preserve
nineteenth century patterns of
employment’ and fetishise ‘what Marx
called “rural idiocy” in an isolated, quasi
tribal, one-class society’.

Another disturbing indicator of how the strike was not biting
deep enough to expose the real issues at stake is the general
lack of understanding of how the strike fitted into a wider social
context—the place of coal in British energy policy. While some
people frothed at the mouth about the ‘Tory' plot to destroy coal,
the Labour Party produced alternative capitalist plans for the
exploitation of coal and the communities that depend on it. The
NUM circulated bizarre ideas, for example a commitment to put
chimneys in new council houses. They might have added air
conditioning and tumble driers to overcome the effects of the
pollution this would cause. They also made great claims for the
alternative technologies for exploiting coal, which the NCB has
been half-heartedly experimenting with. This stream of propaganda
about the role and future of the industry found no counter at all
trom ‘revolutionary’ circles (except tortured debate among the
ecologically-minded). ;

The Macgregor Plan is about ensuring that coal will play an
admittedly reduced, but still absolutely crucial role in energy
policy, at least until the next century. That is what the strike was
about. How to reorganise the industry to ensure this. The
government, far from wishing to abandon coal, is inextricably
dependent on it. They stopped the Gas Board buying bargain-price

e Grand Old Duke of Yorkshire..
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gas from Norway during the strike precisely because it wouic
have undermined coal's market competitiveness.

Oil has proved to be black dynamite rather than black goic
Gas faces a medium-term future at best unless alternative sowr=
of supply are developed for when North Sea gas runs out. Now
fair enough, experiments in liquefaction—coal into oil—and
gasification—coal into gas—are being conducted. But while
extractrion efficiency has been improved, no substantial progr==
has been made about economically filtering pollution. Acid r=
being another Bogey over which the government is out of st==
with its more 'green-conscious’ EEC competitors. More basical
the state doesn't have the money to develop such schemes o
more than a token basis. For the Labour Party of course, @ =
just a problem of investment—the problem of where this invess==
is to come from remains deliberately unanswered. Because
to come from a more efficient exploitation of us.

Nuclear power—the favoured choice in the CEGB for a o=
energy source—is politically extremely sensitive and immess=
perhaps prohibitively, expensive. It is not even certain to W=
extent new capacity in energy production is required, since =
CEGB, and following them the coal industry in the 70s via P
for Coal. have proved to have based development plans on
grotesque overestimates of future energy demands.

Energy policy is so politically loaded that governments &
whatever party actively discourage debate about it. Combinec
with the NUM and NCB's self-interest in pushing coal regardie=
it's not surprising that people take up the disinformation on o=
What's disturbing is how little this disinformation and the buitn
presuppositions of what sort of society we want aren't effect=
challenged.

But what had been won on the
picketline? Among the miners themselves
the limits imposed on picketting have
occasioned some searching inquests. But
not on the hard Left. Nor has it wondered
why traditional industrial action has
nowhere matched the breathtaking

solidarity spanning NUPE domestics in
Belfast, printers in London, lesbians and
gays, black workers and Greenham women
. . . sending money, food, entertainment,
love and affection — and pickets. It’s a
relationship that has brought a cultural
revolution in the coalfields.

The miners' strike reveals clearly that traditional strike sir=s=
is ineffective against the state, particularly when it has prepa=
itself to meet the spevific strike strategy employed. The miness
took up the same tactics as in 72 and 74 because the strike
started relatively spontaneously and there was little opportun®
for them to plan anything different. Particularly given that ma=
of the strikers would probably have voted against a strike ifa
ballot had been held a few weeks before. The tactics workes =
72 not because they were especially innovative or subversive
but because they took the state by surprise.

Revolutionaries have been pointing out the failure of the ==
used in the strike right from the start. Indeed, we've added ou
own fivepennyworth. There's no point in going through the faiir
of this armchair generalship at length—but one or two poinis
should be made. The agreement now by so many that the NLE



should have held a ballot is particularly stupid. The NUM didn't
hold one because until several weeks into the strike they thought
there was a good chance they would lose it. The results of the
unpublished polls conducted by the* which have been learnt
since, confirms this reading of the situation. To take up something
else that has irritated us, simply calling for unity, general
assemblies and generalisation is pure formalism. It says nothing
about the actual content or context of struggle. And in any case,
if there is a time to ‘intervene’ with this ‘class wisdom’ it is in the
years before a mass sirike breaks out, not once it is underway.

The ‘national’ and ‘mass’ dimension of the strike gave it a
special significance for some militants, who seem to be suggesting
that that's what real class struggle is, as opposed to what happens
constantly throughout class society. In fact, mass strikes are just
‘hot’ war, as distinct from the perpetual ‘cold’ war under capitalism
Saying that mas struggles have a potential to spread and have
effects well beyond their initial objectives is one thing. But it's
hard not to conclude that these militants attach such importance
to large-scale ‘public’ and hence visible struggle because it is
public and visible. Intervention doesn't then mean an expression
of solidarity, so much as making ‘contact’ with the class struggle
as if it wasn’t going on around us every day of our lives. Unless
discussion of mass struggle is related to some attempt to
understand the general level of class struggle going on all the
time, it risks becoming seen as a political event, somewhere ‘out
there’, to be responded to politically.

Those wailing the loudest about what a crushing defeat the
miners suffered are precisely those who saw the strike as a
political gesture. For example, the ‘Eurocommunist’ tossers in
the Communist Party who called for a coalition of the miners with
the radical forces in society—the Greenham women and CND. A
theme which no less than Arthur Scargill took up in speeches
immediately after the return to work, reflecting the lack of a militan
role for the NUM in the local struggles going on. This revealed
clearly how distant its aims were from those miners struggling for
specific, concrete objectives.

Rather-than dwelling on defeat, shouldn’t we be saying
something about the positive aspects of the strike? Here we
come up against an immediate difficulty. We are as well-placed
as proletarians anywhere else in Britain to comment on the overall
struggle and its background. When it comes to specific initiatives
by the strikers and within mining communities, especially by
women, our views are second-hand at best. In addition to our
geographical distance from it (one not broken down by ‘day trips
to see the miners'), most of our sources of information about



the aealers In political ‘avant-gardes leapt in to transtorm the
activities of hit squads and support groups into political
commodities, to be sold to the rest of the working class. It's been
sickening to watch the speed with which individuals were
interviewed or photographed and turned into symbols. Or the
ease with which ‘quotes’ were picked out of what they had to say
and invested with a General Significance. All to provide ‘a
background of imagery for the political commentators who
presented themselves as the real actors in this theatre of struggle.
Given the level of distortion, the illusions many built up about the
hit squads and the ‘miners wives' (as the women were invariably
described) are understandable. But wholly counterproductive.

The level of the initiatives within the mining communities at all
these levels is one of the things that distinguishes this fight from
others in recent years. It is to be hoped that now the strike is
over, more accurate accounts may emerge alongside the torrent
of mythology.

The emergence of significant instances of class violence is
one of the most positive aspects of this strike. For once workers
could be seen acknowledging the violence that characterises our
exploitation in this society, and responding appropriately. That
said, the myths have to be attacked. The vast majority of miners
were never prepared for the level of violent escalation that might
have turned the struggle in their favour in its last months. Indeed
there were a number of ironies involved. Many strikers explained
their defence of their communities as a determination to avoid
the divisions, demoralisation and violence they saw in the decaying
urban centres. Only to suffer varying degrees of lasting division,
demoralisation and violence as a result of their struggle. While
the lack of sympathy with class violence felt by most workers
elsewhere related precisely to the fears about violence generated
by the conditions the miners were struggling to avoid.

“WE HAVE-ben given a gift!” Mrs Marsland said: “ We have
said one delegate to the TUC 10 mobilise our women and use
women’s conferenee yesterday our women as they h.ave‘ been
on the key role played by used so effectively within the
women in the -miners’ strike. dispute in the NUM.”

*“The strength of ‘these women Mrs Gilbert said: “ These
—we must take it with both women are hungry to take their
hands™ place in society. We would look
io sce positive action by the
TUC to aid the education and
politicisation of these women.”

The invoivement of women from the mining communities in
the strike was also notable. That said, the fact that people take
an active part in struggles doesn't mean that activity is
automatically going to take a radical direction—though it certainly
did for many of them. Similarly, the sort of ‘community spirit’ and
solidarity developed in many areas is always ambiguous, and not
necessarily positive. As anyone familiar with the community spirit
in what remains of London's dockiands will understand well. Still
once again we undoubtedly suffer from hearing so much of what
we have about these aspects of the strike through the use of
them by entirely reactionary political groupings.

Events don't keep pace with deadlines, especially ones as
meaningless as Playtime's. This was only the latest of a whole
series of articles about the miners' strike produced by different
Playmates over recent months. For an alternative look by another
of us, see the last three pages of this issue.



them. This isn’t an endorsement of the political analysis adopted by either group—it is a statement
of our belief that money will get to where it’s said it will, and that information given them about
prisoners will not be abused.

Class War Prisoners Aid are writing to pnsoners and collecting money for their families. They are
open to suggestions for other activity. Contact them c/o “Unwaged Fightback”, 355 Holloway Road,
Islington, London N7. (Tel. 01-607 8271/2) Money can be sent or taken to the above address.
Cheques should be made out “Max Holz Committee”.

The National Organisation of Miners, Prisoners and Supporters (NOMPAS) are collecting
information about miners facing trial and in prison, as well as money to assist them. Joint
Secretaries: Geoff Coggan and Martin Walker. They will be publishing material about the situation
of the miners in court and in prison, and the aftermath of the strike in the coalfields. Contact
NOMPAS, c/o Housmans Bookshop, 5 caledonian Road, London N1.. Cheques payable to “The



About Playtime

The Reality

Workers Playtime, the revolutionary answer to The Face, is collectively
edited, typeset, designed and printed by a tiny clique of rich, talented
and extremely glamorous people.

The Myth

After the long iliness and death earlier this year of the London Workers
Group (LWG), to which most of us belonged at one time or another,
Workers Playtime began to take on the functions of a fully-autonomous
fifth-generation political life-support system (a group).

What happened to the LWG, which at its best was a venhicle for
transsectarian discussion and activity, showed the present tendency for
revolutionary circles to fragment into a series of separate activist or
ideological ‘rumps’.

Apart from anything else, this issue of Playtime should reflect our
dissatisfaction with this state of affairs. For us, corresponding with and
talking to like-minded people becomes at the same time more difficult
and more important than ever. Up to now, we have relied almost
entirely on informal contacts for criticism and a wider discussion of what
we were doing. Even so, there was very little useful feedback from
those people who claimed to read the paper. This is one reason why we
seize on almost any response as an excuse for a lengthy reply (see
Nationalism Today and What is Playtime Standing In?): and why the
paper sometimes seems like a gigantic wind-up, as we try harder and
harder to provoke our reader to retaliate.

So the appeals for comment, criticism and contributions are not just
a libertarian ritual. We are repeating it now. It makes a lot of difference
to our desire and ability to continue (and no, we will not take an empty
postbag as a clear signal that you want us to pack it in.) In return, we
promiseto try and deal properly with the letters and publications we
receive. Also, we'd be happy to meet people face-to-face, formally or
informally, in London or wherever you are—drop us a.hne:

In the near future we plan to have a readers’ meeting which we hope
you'll try and come to (there aren’t many of you). It will not be just
another boring political meeting if we can help it. Get in touch if you're
interested.

If you do write an article or letter for publication, please try and make
it as long or as short as it deserves to be, and that doesn’'t necessarily
mean following the example of past and presentPlaytimes. We don't
have an editorial line or political code for contributions—but that doesn’t
mean we won't know what's wrong with you, and we don’t guarantee to
print anything (you think this stuff's bad? You should see some of the
things we wrote and threw in the bin.) It doesn't have to be about
workplace struggle or capitalist politics either—that's just been the
majority fetish of Playmates in the past. We don’t regard these as the
only sites of struggle, or as being more important than its appearance
elsewhere. In future we hope that the content of Playtime will show this
more clearly. We would particularly like to get accounts of struggles that
. people are themselves involved in, or close to.

We promise to interfere with contributions as little as possible, but
please be prepared to discuss them before they are printed, and maybe
make changes. That means letting us know how we can contact you,
after you've sent us something.

This is the first issue of Workers Playtime for six months. Reasons/
excuses are hinted at elsewhere—dare you doubt them? To our
certified and committed readers, we apologise for the delay; to the rest,
sorry for reappearing. By way of compounding-the crime on both sides,
this is a bumper double issue.

After being off the streets (well, the shelves of lefty bookshops) for
so long, we've come up with what we regard as a class issue—this
glossy stuff fell off the back of a bankrupt printshop. The articles,
though, are the usual collection of space-fillers, and next time it'll be
back to the usual bog-standard paper.

We aren't assisted by the GLC, CIA, or South American millions as
far as we know (but thanks to Aldgate Press, 01-247 3015, for help.)
You on the other hand could do a lot by:

Subscribing (£3.00 inland and overseas surface mail, £4.00 air mail.)

Taking a bundle of 5 or more copies, at a discount of 25% on the cover
price. We pay postage and packing.

Buying a complete set of 9 back issues. £2.00.

Sending us all your money.

Please don’t make out cheques or money orders to ‘Workers Playtime’,
because we still don't have a bank account. Instead, leave the name of

the payee blank. Send them, together with letters, articles, graphics,
complaints, ideas, recruits, death threats etc. to us at this address:

Workers Playtime, c/o 84b Whitechapel High St., London E1.

Aims & Principles
Adopted from those formulated

by the Calderwood 15

|
One of the difficulties that has beset the production of this issss
of Playtime has been our lack of programmatic clarity. We fas '
reached the point of wondering whether Playtime would ewsr |
appear again when we received a copy of the Aims = |
Principles of the Calderwood 15 from Glasgow. This so exaclly
expressed our unformalised moves towards political coheremas
that the invisible dictatorship behind Playtime has decided, in e
with our views on democracy, that Playtime will adopt #he
platform as a first step in the increasingly essential task aff
achieving a meaningful national regroupment of the revolutionag
milieu. A 100% vote to this effect will take place at the m=x
International of our fraction. The clarity we have achieved iy
adopting these guidelines for communist practice has provided!
the POLITICAL will to complete this report to the class and &
commence planning the future of our tendency. -
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WP rigorously oppose the fundamentalist applicalios
of the neo-essentialist meta critique to everyday e
That meta critique is IN ITSELF merely a PARTML
critique of the PREVAILING EXTINGENCIES observad
to be determinant in the modern world.
Organisational fetishism which is the unconscioms
expression of this mediated social milieu REALISES
this abstracted (...) in its inverted form.

Language, like consciousness, only moves from S
need, the necessity of intercourse with other (woymsm
(sic).

It Lenin existed it would be necessary to REINVEME
him.

That the neo-essentialist meta critique has gaimsd
mass recognition is TANTAMOUNT to @
PREMATURE RECUPERATION of self-activity.

This sensuous self-activity, deriving from @
SPECTACULAR REPRESENTATION OF THE
GLISTENING COMMODITY, demonstrates e
historical development of the workers movement.

The class must IMMEDIATELY seize the means of
reproduction and replace the structures of dominaiiam
with their liberated desires.

The banal meta language of sport will be measured ¥
the needs of the participants.

Capital and its NATURAL CONCOMMITANT the Staim,
having FULFILLED their historical role, hews
SUCCUMBED, at this juncture to the IMMANEMT
POWER OF THE WORKERS COUNCILS.

We reject the mystification of infantile jargonism. The
revolution is realised in the clarity of programmalic
analysis. Thus, we strive at all times for simplicity amdl
directness in word and deed. '
Capital’s invasion of all aspects of everyday life and s
colonisation of all forms of social relationships mustim
itself lead us to a rejection of all relationships and e
establishment of a critique of all forms of humam
interaction under the prevailing conditions of modera
capitalism in its decadent phase.

The collective self-transformation implicit =
unmediated revolutionary struggle is best achieved
within a structure of federated autonomous groupiets.
The impossibility of collective action unfettered by the
snapping guard-dogs of internalised capitalish
ideology and the modified neo-essentialist critique of
the damming of the free flow of human creativity undsr |
the prevailing forms of oppression, mean that e
optimum size of such grouplets should be less ﬂ_:|
two.

WP does not aspire to the leadership but merely
succeeds in bringing the torch of enlightenment to the
class.




‘Your readers have
injected hope into tragedy’

FORWARD WITH ETHIOPIA  178ir I HANK

Wosuemites 31 1984

#> me HEARD THE NEWS THAT THE MIRAGE
GROLPS MERCY FLIGHT HAD REACHED ITS
DESTEMATION OUR PUBLISHER MOHAMMED
MUSMCSWAL SPOKE FOR US ALL :

~THNS &5 GREAT NEWS !”

“1 A DELIGHTED WE HAVE BEEN ABLE TO CUT
THMOWGH THE BLUE TAPE AND GET THE
BUPPLIES TO WHERE THEY ARE NEEDED. OUR
MEADERS CAN FEEL PROUD OF THE PART THEY
WWE PLAYED. THEY HAVE NOT PASSED BY

BFTH DOWNCAST EYES — NOW LET'S ALL EYES
EMIH AND MAKE IT A MILLION FOR THE
MBFAGE APPEAL ! "

MY THE CHALLENGE FACING ALL OF US IN
THIE DEMOCRATIC NATIONS OF THE EAST IS
DN TO DEAL WITH THE CAUSES OF DISASTER
WS WELL AS IT’S EFFECTS. LIVING AS WE DO IN
TRTIONS WHERE THE DESTRUCTIVE FORCES
DF PRALAN NATURE HAVE BEEN ELIMINATED
THE HWORROR OF COAL FAMINE IS ALMOST
REAGINEABLE .

“YNE WMUST UNITE TO BRING AID TO THE
TFFERIMG PEOPLE OF THE WESTERN ISLES.
BT OMCE UNITED WE CANNOT REST UNTIL
PRODLCTION FAMINE, CLASS STRUGGLE AND
Ml THE OTHER DISASTERS OF HUMAN
TURTTME HAVE BEEN CONQUERED AND SWEPT
T THE HISTORY BOOKS. THIS IS THE
MESRAGE OF HOPE THE MIRAGE GROUP
PLEDGES ITSELF TO CHAMPION. THIS IS THE
WM OF THE NEW TOMORROW WE MUST ALL

PGB T REALISE.” © Mirage Group 1984,

““Here-we-go, Here-we-go,
Here-we-go....”” To the dirge
of a tribal brass band 3,000
frail childrens voices chanted
a song of welcome and happi-
ness. The Mirage Group’s
mercy convoy had arrived at
a dusty village square in the
heart of Britain’s Coal Famine
disaster area. But that mess-
age was not just for us but
for the millions of big-hearted
Daily Mirage readers whose
donations have brought vital
food_and drugs to this village
of tears, where each dawn
brings its new crop of bodies
to swell the numbers lying at
rest in the catacombs cut
hundreds of feet in the rock
below ground.

It was only this morning that
| rode into this living hell with
the first of the trucks, at the
end of our gruelling 400 mile
trek past the ghost towns of
Shotton and Corby, across
some of the worlds toughest
territory. It is a region whose
normal population has swell-
ed to ten times normal size
with an influx of blue robed
armed nomads from the worse

From Wali Pilja in
Edlington, Britain, Saturday

hit desert regions to the
south. There it is rumoured
many of the population are
forced to survive on brown
rice and lentils.

Crowds of kids ran along side
our vans on spindly legs wav-
ing wildly and gleefuily shout-
ing their word for a black
man. Tonight the first of the
supplies are being handed out
to the ravenously hungry
families to whom it means
the difference between life
and death.

Excited urchins, some of
them almost too weak to
salute, gazed wide eyed as
our supplies of black pudding,
pork scratchings and mushy
peas were unloaded in the
scruffy market place.

Pushing forward, her little
face eagerly uplifted, a two
year old girl held up a bony
hand for her bright orange
mug to be filled with Tetley’s

Bitter. She smiled her thanks
and clutched my trouser leg
tightly as she gratefully gulp-
ed it down.

“This is the kind of help we
need” said a desperately
overworked local official of
Libya's Miners Christmas
Appeal Fund, “One mug of
Tetley’'s is worth a thousand
do-good women’s committees
sitting around trying to make
up their minds.”

Yards away from us stood a
young mother clutching her
starving six month old baby
in her arms. Suddenly in an
unforgettable gesture she
held her wizened and wasted
baby boy high above her head,
the emaciated infants sunken
eyes staring out full of sadness
and suffering.

That frantic mothers moving
cry for help and thousands
more like it are being answer-
ed tonight as our shipment is
distributed — the first aid
from the East to get directly

through to the stricken areas.
©Mirage Newspapers 1984

AID ROW PROBE

As the Mirage Mercy Flight brought hope to
the stricken regions of Britain, a new scandal
erupted over the distribution of aid by the
country’s ruling Reaganite junta. Russian aid

organisations last night confirmed reports that

shipments of millions of tons of coal were
being stockpiled in Government yards instead
of being distributed to British furnaces. The
vital shipments paid for by Polish and Viet-
namese workers had been rushed to Britain to
stave off the disaster that threatens as the

electricity system collapses.

Off-the-record British Government sources
blamed transport problems for the failure to
distribute the aid, while official spokesmen
refused to comment on allegations of
corruption and incompetence.

Eastern aid organisations have made official
complaints about the British Governments
failure to deal with the civil unrest which is
hampering their work.

In the worst hit areas villagers huddle around
crude communal fires built using fuel from
their now useless vehicles. Where this has run
out there have been reports that Government
buildings have been torn apart in the desperate
search for fuel.

But while this tragic Rome burns the Nero’s

of Westminster are fiddling the books. To the
hard hearted totalitarian rulers of Britain
keeping their hands on the reins of power
supply is more important than the ruin,

despair and violence they are reaping.




Dock Strikes’

When a national dock strike was announ:
ced by the TGWU leadership from midnight
on 9th. July, it might have seemed that, for
the first time in the current miners’ strike,
there was the real possibility of a ‘second
front’ being opened up in the class struggle.

The same basic issue was at stake in both
industries; job security. Many dockers had
already shown a degree of solidarity with
the miners by blacking coal and iron ore
movements. Even the bourgeois press and
TV was carrying statements like “soon, no
doubt, miners and dockers will be joining
each other on the picket lines”, and put-
ting out dire warnings about the consequen-
ces of the strike continuing.

By the time the first strike had collapsed,
it was beginning to look as though they
needn’t have worried.

The strike was called by the T&G’s
national docks committee, after British
Steel used workers who were not registered
dockers, to unload iron ore at Immingham
dock on the Humber. The ore in question
was bound for Scunthorpe steel works, and
had been blacked by Immingham dockers
in support of the miners. The steel
corporation was directly contravening the
terms of the National Dock Labour Scheme
which reserves dock work for registered
dockers while providing them with job
security and large redundancy payments
to encourage them to leave the industry.

The union’s case was partly that British
Steel had been asked not to bring in private
contractors to move ore until the outcome
of the July 9th coal negotiations was
known. In other words, the union leaders
had been hoping that by then some kind of
deal would have been cobbled together
over the miners’ strike, so the dockers
could be kept out of it.

The effect of the national strike call was
to push the issue of how to organise effect-
ive blacking of coal and iron ore neatly to
one side, turmning it into a national disagree-
ment within the dock industry between the
T&G and the National Association of Port
Employers (NAPE) over the precise terms
of the DLS. At the same time, it played
upon the dockers’ real fears about the
future of the scheme, which has come
under greater and greater pressure from the
government and employers, as the volume
of port trade has declined and dockers have
become less and less willing to take

voluntary redundancy, as unemployment
has risen.

This pushing-aside of the blacking issue
was made apparent as soon as the strike
was called, when a train-load (equivalent to
perhaps two road comnvoys) of iron ore was
taken from Immingham to Scunthorpe un-
hindered. Furthermore, on the fourth day
of the strike (July 13th) there were talks
between NAPE and the T&G. British Steel
— which is represented in NAPE as a port
employer — said they had employed a
specialist operator to load trucks with a
mechanical shovel : it was just that they
couldn’t find dockers who were prepared

to be paid to observe the work (as
standard practice). BS were, hows
perfectly prepared to square every®
with the DLS by training dockers to
the equipment. The union negot
reply to this was not to affirm that the
was blacked in any case, but to call &
guarantee that the’ employers would
everything possible to avoid a breach of
scheme rather than leaving it for the O
Labour Board to sort out.

The 13000 registered dockers im
DLS ports stopped work as soon a
strike was called, but the major non-sc
ports (around 22000 dockers are o=

|

Small but feisty proletarian takes on petty-bourgeois

element at Tilbury




i wkeme) soch as Felixstowe, Dover,
S and Newcastle, carried on working.

e ey of the stoppage at this stage was
" smmmd T5% of cargo along with over 100
e med carpo ships although there was
wy pusmivily that cargo could be re-
NI WMM non-scheme pOl’tS.

oagioat the strike, there were almost
riketime  initdatives. This is not
E g winch can be put down to any

W W partcipate in the strike by
Wi k=== or even to bureaucratic union
uieed o the strike. The simple fact is
A die has been traditionally very little
s #mr dockers to picket out other

wi mo sooke fist and ask questions
iy wltem thesr mates in other ports were

. mowinke. and  strikes were usually
s sold . For various reasons — the
e secemity that the dockers have
gl fiee destruction of dockland comm-
uiies. @md so on — striking dockers can
g mebv on this sort of ‘automatic
wliiitumary” . @y more than the miners can.

il Suibey 8k, Felixstowe finally voted to
e e sk, but they wers 1ot prepared
i il gesseneer services. The previous
sswuiiy. & bae called by the National
i o Sesmen (NUS) on Sealink freight
sy Seegmn_ This was in protest at the
imm of Sealink, and opened up the
it of Dover dockers becoming
et wecsuse many of them are in the
W st than the T&G (although sub-
e ewems were to show that union
s smmmed as firm as ever.)

Ut recent years, they had

7R MINI-SCAB SERVICE —
WEDDINGS, STRIKES, FUNERALS CATERED FOR

On Monday July 16th, Dover voted to
stop all freight, but on the same day tug-
men in Swansea went back to work as did
200 dockers at two oil industry supply
depots. In neither case did other dockers
do anything to counter this.

TURNING THE QUAY

Over the next couple of days, the reluct-
ant strikers of Dover were given just the
excuse they’d been waiting for when lorry
drivers began to blockade channel ports in
protest at not being able to- take their
lorries onto the ferries. It began with a
small number of owner-drivers using their
lorries to block the entrance to a
Townsend-Thoresen ferry at Calais, and
quickly spread to Dunkirk, Ostend and
Zeebrugge. Around 300 lorries which had
been parked on the M20 for the duration
of the strike began to move off in convoy
for Dover, to negotiate with the Harbour
Board. By the next day, the dockers’ shop
stewards had called off the freight ban
‘because of fears of violence in the port’.

Much was made by the press and TV of
the fact that many of the lorry drivers were
in the T&G. While it is true that there was
an almost complete absence of solidarity
from lorry workers (as there has been
during the miners’ strike), this obscures the
fact that a large number of the drivers, in-
cluding the initiators of the blockades,
were self-employed owner-drivers. These
petty-bourgeois scum never have any sym-
pathy towards striking workers, which is
not entirely surprising, since their class
interest in a narrow sense lies in pursuing

their businesses above all else. The only
reasonable proletarian response is to burn
their lorries.

With the precedent set by Dover, the
strike quickly collapsed.. The next day
there were votes all over the country to
return to wortk.

At the same time the NUS called off its
ban on Sealink freight and decided to talk
to Sealink’s new bosses, Sea Containers, in-
stead. Jim Slater, General Secretary of the
NUS, said the union did not want to
appear to be “dragging them to the
negotiating table”. Meanwhile, the dock
employers made no promises whatsoever
about future breaches of the DLS. They
just reaffirmed their commitment to the
existing procedure. Adding insult to injury,
the T&G’s national docks officer John
Connolly described this asa “great victory™!

BOLLARDS TO THE UNION

When a national strike was called again
just over a month later, it’s hardly
surprising that it was less enthusiastically
supported, with most dockers presumably
adopting the fatalistic attitude that “if the
T&G are running the show it must be a
waste of time” and very few attempting to
take the struggle into their own hands in
any significant way. That the reluctance to
strike cannot just be put down to-the
dockers’ ‘apathy’, or unwillingness to join a
‘political’ strike in support of the miners,
can be seen from the fact that in
Northumbria, dockers respected miners’
picket lines at docks bringing in coal even
while they themselves were ignoring the
strike call.

This time, the strike was called in
response to the BSC allowing a coal ship
called the Ostia to dock at Hunterston in
Ayrshire, without T&G boatmen to moor
the ship. They used a local contract firm
instead. The T&G had blacked the ship
after talks had broken down between the
T&G and BSC over the level of coal and
iron ore supplies to Ravenscraig steel works.

In  Scotland, dockers responded
immediately with solid strikes in all 12
scheme ports. None of the Ilarge
non-scheme ports in England joined at any
stage, and the situation in the English
scheme ports was a complete mess, with
dockers either unable to decide whether
they were in or out, or serious splits within
ports. For example, on the second day of
the strike, dockers at Grimsby and
Immingham voted to work, only to reverse
their decision two days later, resulting in
400 striking and 260 working.

In the first week, there was a series of
confused mass-meetings. In Bristol, the
meeting on Tuesday broke up in confusion
after shop stewards refused to allow a vote.
In a vote at Tilbury on Thursday, shop




stewards tried to blatantly rig the vote by
means of a confusing resolution which led
many dockers to believe they were voting
for a return to work, when in fact they
were voting to strike. Two days before,
600 dockers had held an unofficial meeting
and voted to return — but only 40 of
Medlock Bibby’s (a sort of dockland
‘Silver Birch’ figure) merry band of scubs
dared to cross the picket line. This scenario
was repeated in many other ports.

By the second week, the strike had more
or less settled into the following pattem,
over half the scheme dockers were out
(7500-8000 out of 13000) and almost

none of the non-scheme dockers were. On

the Wednesday, John Connolly had said
that although the strike was over “scab

labour”, it could be resolved through lower-

coal quotas for Ravenscraig. In other words,

having sabotaged possible solidarity action

during the first strike by ahlfhng__att_enuqn

onto the workings of the Dock Labour
Scheme, this time around they could safely
make a gesture to the miners and at the
same time sabotage the second strike by
quietly shelving the issue of the DLS.

In the second week thefe were quite a
few attempts to picket out the working
ports, with Southampton dockers unsucc-
essfully picketing Felixstowe, Portsmouth

and Poole, and by the third week some

miners were joining the picketing of
Grimsby and Immingham (several hundred
of them being turned back by the filth, as

':were 50 Hull dockers)

In the middle of all this, the T&G leader-
ship declared that picketing must be
stepped up providing, of course, it was
within TUC guidelines. These had been
drawn up between the TUC and the
Callaghan government after the ‘Winter of
Iksoantent of 1978-79. Essentially what

they say is that pickets should act m
“disciplined and peaceful manner™, &
when provoked, and should obey
instructions of union officials at alf =

By the end of the third week, a i
deal was being patched together, i=w
seedy union hacks and slippery &
politicians at the highest levels. Even !
Pillock himself was involved, b
talks (between the ISTC and T&G
coal quotas) were initiated by the MF§
Motherwell, whose constituency mchul
Ravenscraig (Labour Needs those
votes!).

At the end of it all, the British &
Corporation gave away nothing ower 4
employment of non-dock labour, amé 4
T&G agreed to meet the BSC/ISTC suu
within two months.

Another ‘great victory’.

The first step was to introduce compulsory registration fir
dockers and to require them to accept transfers between posis
'fr_om the ports on the East coast to the now crucially imposs-
nt ports on the West coast of Britain.) This register was stamtil
time when the only other groups covered by registration
ere pfofessmnals such as scientists and engineers. This wzs mmll
- the first time registers, which had the effect of increasing vk
discipline and reinforcing the division between dockers andl
other semi-employed proletarians, had been introduced. Bat i
was the first time they had been successfully introduced on®
large scale — previously dockers had resisted them. In 1912
at Birkenhead, Merseyside, the register drawn up by the
union and port employers was only imposed after a long and
bitter strike was broken by scabs brought in by the union.

_ Frmntfs:ea:iwstoﬂgmsof;kockempiomemmtﬂm(m
- mﬂmm) employgrshlxediiaﬁouranmhlmm% :
~ entirely unregulated basis. That is, men would present them- ,\
selves at some recognised hiring point, mﬁly the &ﬁd;-@te .
am}femmeﬁ Wmﬂﬁcaﬂmlﬁmﬂll}’ asweie 1ieeded d

f‘_a-w' howed that * pa;;b@nsm’* was ihrg; tamés ingher
~ among dock labourers than the national avgr@e;Aﬁer WWI1,
?;waheen dockers were _eovefe;

fund as it put in, although t
. ‘,that dockers__‘ ere one Ofthe

national emplﬁymnt benefit,

This time, the registration package was unusual in that emgl-
oyers had to register as well. Later, a national corporation was
established and ports administration was overseen by local
boards, on which sat equal numbers of union and employer
representatives.

to syste cally e holes in the sact@l-s'@dm‘y sgﬁtem
Many labeig 1 wo;A;edv “&Pme days on the hook, three days on

Despite around 30 strikes in each war year, and rising

Wlﬁ‘t' the ans?e‘t:cf WWZ ‘the need arose for a stable anﬁ .
- absenteeism as the war progressed, union representatives prosal

perma;;erxt émk labour f@rce to ensure war product’iun




wery wahmable to the government and the bosses, by enabling
ke 3y abolish a large number of ‘restrictive practises’. It was
qpmerally felt in government circles that there could be no
oemm to the laissez-faire chaos of the pre-war years. Despite
emsmce from the employers, the scheme was properly instit-
uiinmalised in 1947. Casual labour was to stay, but it was suff-
izemifh well-regulated to provide dock labour when and where
Mkuiitisn capital required it.

BERTH OF A NATION

The National Dock Labour Scheme (NDLS) was, not
sty . hailed by many leftists and trade unionists as
amtmemnely progressive because it was a form of “workers’
ummttred’”. The General Secretary of the Transport & General
Wimtizrs Umion described it as a “‘brave experiment”. The
imfilcriion of this point of view being that through belonging
o @ome umion, the dockers had been given a ‘say’ in “their’

Bt

Tlas & totally misleading. The ‘dual control’ aspect of the
smifiemme was more an attempt to shore-up a rather weak trade
Jummes set-@p. so that the industry could be reorganised without
oy mmmch bother from the workers. Ultimately, the scheme
et tihe way for containerisation in the 1960s.

Thke Sistorical weakness of the unions in the docks was the
mmamlle @ff two causes ; the inherent difficulty of maintaining
«ummny: Emrt of yepresentative body composed of casual labourers,
sl e Tnformal rank-and-file strength exercised by the dockers.

Tiwm mmportant consequences of this were the always-high level
i memmefficial strikes (after WW2 the T&G didn’t make any strike
il ki 1961, despite over a dozen major stoppages taking
ey, @i the inability of the unions te police productivity
«imiis. This second aspect is something which has existed
ufiinemegfpuit the history of unionism in the docks. In 1892, Tom
Moo, e president of the Dock, Wharf, Riverside and General
[Lutkroomeers: Unibon, had suggested to a Royal Commission that

minimum time rates be abolished, after his membership had
persistently ignored his appeals to work harder. More recently,
in 1967, when casual work was abolished, it was decided that an
agreement based on the one reached with Dockers on the West
Coast of the USA must be ruled out because British unions did
not have sufficient control over their rank-and-file to deliver the
goods promised at the negotiating table.

Another important result was the phenomenon of break-away
trade unionism. The most important example of this was the
1920 decision by stevedores to stay out of the T&G-initiated
federation. This led to the formation of the National
Association of Stevedores and Dockers, which remained in ex-
istence as a minority union until the mid-70s. To a certain
extent, it competed with the unofficial movement as a focus for
workers’ discontent with the T&G.

In 1960, the chairman of the London Ship-owners Dock
Labour Committee, summed-up the situation as it then wds for
dock employers :

“In the docks, there is a sense of frustration ... in short we
have lost the initiative ; it rests not with us, not with the
union, but with the men and the agitator.”

Indeed, in the mid-60s one third of Liverpool dockers were
not in unions at all despite the high level of union control over
hiring.

Decasualisation in 1967 was not brought in out of some
humanitarian concern for the dockers’ well-being, although
middle-class liberals had always expressed concern about casual
labourers. Victorian philanthropists had been dismayed by the
‘demoralisation’, ‘criminality’ and ‘vice’ associated with this
form of employment in the docks. This can be seen as a moral
precedent for present-day ‘Right to Work’ campaigns which
always carry the imlication that today’s casual labourers, those
who are working on the black while signing on, should be found
‘proper jobs’.

Its function was to break the dockers’ control over the
production process by ending the host of informal restrictive
practices associated with casual hiring, and pave the way for the
introduction of containerisation, which would lead to tens of
thousands of redundancies. It wasn’t just a question of softening
up the workers so they would accept job losses. The
introduction of containers, which implied a dramatic shift from
a work process mostly composed of living labour to one mostly
composed of capital, involved a completely new style of
management of dock labour. For a start, payment by tonnage
had clearly become obsolete, but there was more to it than that.
To a large extent, the organisation of labour in the docks, like
in C19th factories before the introduction of Taylorism (the
exact science of time-and-motion study), remained in the hands
of the workers. It was the dockers themselves, organised into
work gangs, who passed on their collective expertise from gener-
ation to generation, who determined work speeds and methods.
It was this ‘community of work” which produced much of the
intense solidarity found among dockers. However, it must not
be romanticised. Amongst dockers there was a rigidly determined
hierarchy of job-access and within each gang there was also a
definitive hierarchy with a recognised gang-leader. The import-
ant point is that all this was largely outside the bosses’
control.

Containers are the extension of the production line into
transportation. From the factory to the point of sale, the
rigidity of the production line — the dream of every capitalist —
is maintained, making the worker a mere appendage of the
machine, unable to control the process of loading and unloading.

It is no coincidence that the chairman of the National



This article by a Playmate 1s one persons view of the

purpose of producing Playtime. It argues that return

to normal production after six months is “not a

defeat”, that the ‘“‘greatest battle of all has been the
struggle itself”’, and that the failure of the lay-off to
achieve a better result is due to the lack of solidarity

from the rest of the class. In short that you should

DOUBT

every word

When we started Workers Playtime two years ago we agreed
about several things. One was that the unpopularity of theidea
of revolution today was due, in large part, to the silly, stale

and unintelligible attempts to argue for it. Not that we had

any instant solutions to t_hig'(asyoum:ﬁ-ﬁ!regdy'be thinking).

We didn't start Playtime because we
thing, but we discovered w
produce it. We were mc

developed in some respects. Our
there have been some set-backs. We suffered a severe blow

last spring in losing our printers and production base. It has

taken a long time to recover our ability to print cheaply and

conveniently. Reorganising other production facilities has
been rather harder (hence part of the delay in producing this
issue). But the difficulties this caused us has only accentuated
another problem which had been building up over along time.
Our common sense of why we were producing Playtime hadn’t

kept pace with our technical abilities (such as they are). In

short productive relations were lagging behind productive

forces and the onset of ‘crisis’ made this all too apparent.
Well the last few months have seen efforts by us to move from

‘the formal domination’ of Playtime to a ‘real domination’

reader. -

blah blah etc etc..The first results of this lie in your hands dear ."' "

Confronting our own disatisfactions and differences of ook

ective had another consequence. Unhappy with the fact that
we weren't doing enough by way of looking for solutions to

the problems we all saw, now we became aware that we

weren't even conveying very clearly that we saw any problems.
This became most obvious when we met people who'd read
Playtime but didn’t know us. Some had liked the paper but
didnt get on with us. Others said they were pleasantly

surprised to discover that the image they’d got of us from

reading Playtime was quite wrong. Specifically that we

weren't as boring and worthy in person as we appeared in

print. If nothing else this made clear to us that we were not
making what we were doing and why clear to other people.

We decided it was time to discuss what we were doing and -
ways of doing it better. In the meantime, while we try to find

a date we can all attend a meeting, here's a boring and worthy

article about my view of the problems we all face and the

directions in which we should be looking for answers. -
“There are the thoughtless who never doubt.

The first problem that has to be faced is that these are ot
very receptive times for the ideas of would-be revolutionaries.

Many take heart from the developing signs of crisis and _ ':_

breakdown all around. Rather fewer seem prepared to admit
that crisis and breakdown are, if anything, more evident in the
currents of those looking towards revolution, than in the
society they wish to revolutionise. Over the last few years
we have seen a marked decline in the revolutionary circles
in this country (there have of course been exceptions to this
rule). Overall there has been a retreat. On the one hand into

covered we had the resources to
t. ¥ ! ‘united in being aware of questions
than in having answers to them, Two years later things have
; ability to put Playtime
together as a 'package’ has grown considerably. Against that

the various ‘revolutionary traditions’ and their defence :
Anarchism, Left Communism, Situationism, Councillism
etc. On the other hand into forms of ‘activism’ — a trend
which is encouraged by the fact that ‘activism’ is more attract-
ive than the traditions as people first become radicalised. In
~ this article I'm concentrating on these ‘political’ currents

rather than groups in other areas of struggle, because it is out
of these that Playtime has developed. And I've more to say
about the ‘traditions’ than about activism. Activism usually
starts from the right idea — that there’s a need to struggle —
but it's lack of any real sense of direction generally leads to
disillusionment. Or it stops tailending the Left (whether by
Militant attempts to make leftist strategies successful, or by
remaining dependent on left demonstrations, meetings etc.
in order to display a Militant alternative) and finishes up
Jjoining it.

In order to make what follows clear I should say that for us
in Playtime the Left, from the Labour Party to the so-called
‘revolutionary’ left of Trot's and their ‘left shadows’, is
nothing more than the left wing of capitalism. When we talk of

~ revolutionaries we mean those currents and individuals who
~ See — in however distorted a way — that it's necessary to
~ overthrow capitalism and the alienated social relations of
 capitalist society. Not just ‘reform’ or ‘restructure’ them but

....

- destroy them. .

‘“I‘helrdlwsmnm ?pléhdid;i'thé%rfndgement is infallible.

~ In both activist and traditional circles there is a reluctance to
 confront the reality of this society and the struggle against it.

~ Or to confront the task of putting the case for revolution in
~ terms that are relevant to that reality, Indeed for many

‘militants the retreat back into activism or traditional sects isn't

@ search for a better understanding, or for a focus for struggle
~ but a search for an identity — a uniform in which to parade
_ their militancy and conceal their doubts. Fair enough, this is a

response to a real problem, the social alienation and isolation

~ which has been the great achievement of ‘advanced’ capitalism.
(And of course social alienation can be seen more clearly and
~ isolation become more acute as individuals set themselves
- consciously against this society). Nevertheless adopting a
- 'militant’ role sidesteps the fact that the ‘identities’ on offer

=

Party _
. of Great _Britain

FEOM TV-®M (THANKG)




/—\ TN N
[ THE W) "\ﬁ‘(gﬁ\ﬂ HAVE
A N NOTHING o Lose

|I J'.NT"- q

A

Dﬁ?\tf, N
A xﬁ"ﬂN\ |
/\)X% % Eﬁ.f*\EL%QfEQ

(

in capitalist society are an aspect of the social relations we're

supposed to be overthrowing. We don’t have the option of .'

‘personal liberation’ from thase ‘alienated ‘identities’ while

capitalist social relations remain, Unfortunately we do have

the option of believing that our ‘identities’ are ‘natural’ or
‘real’ and not a product of the capitalist culture we live in.
These sorts of belief make understanding society and what's

involved in its overthrow more difficult — however much it

does for the self-confidence of the militant holdmg thern

None of us who produce Playtime would pretend that we :
haven't made these sorts of mistakes, or that collectively we
can offer some magical solution to these problems. There's

nothing very remarkable about us and we're certainly not
exempt from the difficulties facing all would-be revolution-
aries. The most important thing distinguishing us and the
groups we feel close to is our attitude to these common
problems. We want to confront rather than evade them. We
would like to encourage people to maintain a sceptical
attitude towards the conventional wisdoms of ‘revolutionary’
orthodoxy, while remaining prepared to think about things
for themselves. In the same way we’d like to encourage people
to doubt the capitalist lies (from left and right) about this
society — while remaining capable of coming to conclusions
and acting on them.

For me the point of producing Playtime is to tackle two of the
most serious difficulties facing people like us who want to put
written arguments for revolution. (Amongst other forms of
struggling that is). Firstly, coming to an understanding of the
society we live in and of whats happening. Secondly, attempt-
ing to renew the case for revolution in the light of that under-
standing. To date Playtime’s confrontation with the first of
these difficulties has been limited to those aspects of society,
and the struggle against it, which those of us who started
Playtime were interested in or felt competent to write about,
Basically this meant a diet of workplace class struggle and
general politics. Unfortunately this corresponds to a number
of ‘traditional’ political agenda’s. Hardly surprisingly since
most of us are ‘graduates’ or ‘drop-outs’ from such ‘schools
of Revolution’. Equally unsuprisingly it has led to Playtime
being lumped together with the publications of these trad-
itional sects. Suffice to say here that we see workplace class

\ BUT Thein cupivs!

\JO“’" kas o

~ mot a way of short-cut
- today is that the basic agmement and understanding necess-
_ ary for debate to take place (that is, understanding and

~ about conclusions), doesn't exist in an active,

struggle as a crucial element in the movement towards revol-

_ ution and we will continue to write about it. However its
~ not the only form of class struggle, nor is that the only area of
_ struggle. We wish — and intend — to write about other aspects
of this society and the struggle against them. Still we are well

aware of how madequately grounded our thmkmg is in those

- areas we have looked at in the past — we've no intention of
. wnﬁmg a lot of crap about things we know even less about
. sam@l,y in order to dememtrate the ‘breadth’ of our concept-
. zon qf reveluhon i3

- “They don’t behﬂe in {he facts they be]ieve ‘

Only in themsdves

As to “renewmg the case for revolpnen‘

7, Blaytime's emancy

- has been even more marked, Indeed the word paralysis springs
~ to mind. Here it is necessary to make clear what I mean by

renemng the case for revolution. Many militants would agree

 that we're not domg thxs - but seg the most important aspeet

~ as being our ‘failure’ to express our common peshtica} positions
asa platform or ‘aims and princxpi‘ac‘ or to give ‘form’ to our

- thinking by working one out. Our ‘failure’ to do so isn’t some .

- oversight. We don't see platform touting as very useful (exce

_in political competition with traditional sects — which doe

» -

interest us much), Its true that platforms — in the sense of aj

~ concise statement of the basic level of common understandin

do have a limited role. But they are .
-necessary debate. The problem

between revolutionaries

‘agreement about terms — what to disagree . ahout — not
living form
between revolutionaries. At best platforms are a limited

 expression of the depth of debate between those people who

‘believe that the only solution to the horrors of this society lies

~in its overthrow — in revolution. In times like today when
what debate exists is charqctex‘ised by laczk of depth what;-
=hmatxon do platforms have ?

nThey become a substitute for debate ‘as iml:tants continue

working ‘traditional’ theoretical machinery — incorporating

‘the ‘dead labour’ of past generations of revolutionaries. (And

not always the distant past — ‘Situationism’ for example, or

the ‘Left Communism’ that developed in the early Seventies
from the ‘bolshevizing’ of various councillist, luxumburgist
- or 'rev. socialist’ fragments.) Where not actually clapped out
~ this ‘machinery’ produces as much low quality rubbish as it
. does usable insights into this society and the struggle against

it. And sorting out the gold from the dross is frequently more
effort than it's worth. Worse still however, it is used as a
shortcut to understanding somety rather than as aset of 1deas .
to be tested against reality in stmgle es
evadmg the problems that reality fa '
afeswith. ..

“When it comes to the pomt the facts must gp by the board

Renewmg the case for revolution today means re-estabkshmg; .
an active debate about this society and . the need . for.its
overthrow. Obv1ously that will be done in reference to what
has been done in the past (how else ?). But it walI not:
substitute past theorising for present activity.

Some revolutionaries are aware of this but argue that we can’t
afford the ‘luxury’ of abstract debate. Today, they argue,
there aren’t enough of us — the need is for ‘basic propaganda’
to ‘win’ people to revolutionary ‘positions’. When we have the
‘numbers’ we can sustain a debate. This tends to presuppose
that ‘we’ (however defined) will be doing the debating, and
doing so in order to improve our presentation to ‘The Class’
who somehow exist ‘out there’. But even ignoring this aspect
I believe it stands things on their head. Part of the reason there
are so few of ‘us’ is because the so-called ‘basic propaganda’ is
so badly put. And the ‘theory’ which should assist in produc-
ing it largely lacks substance. In contrast to the left, who try
to conceal a ‘hidden agenda’ of counter-revolutionary aims
behind their words, most ‘revolutionary’ propaganda is
incoherent in its own terms and hides no agenda at all. Instead
it brandishes a tired collection of catchphrases and proverbs




from safely behind the battlements of one of the traditions.
“Their patience with themselves is boundless.

I'm not suggesting that the traditions are all alike, or equally
useless — some are much worse than others, and traditional
groups all adopt different (mistaken) strategies for dealing
with the same (real) problems. For some traditionalists the
job of working out ideas — ‘developing theory' — becomes a
matter of achieving political consistency within one of the
traditions. Becoming the ‘real’ anarchism, or left communism
etc etc. This sort of ‘consistency’ is always based on turning
one or two ‘fundamental’ ideas into eternal truths, existing
outside of history or struggle. It’s either ‘developed’ at the
expense of any revolutionary spirit, or of contact with reality.

For other militants ‘developing theory’ means creating a ‘new’
tradition. Normally this means spicing up leftist or liberal
‘common-sense’ with some borrowings from revolutionary
debate, and a lot of intellectual elitism. (As can be seen in
some forms of ‘Autonomism’ and ‘Situationism’ (sic.)) Where
the ‘old’ traditions read every struggle in terms of the tradit-
ional vanguards, the ‘new’ traditions look everywhere for new
vanguards and forms of struggle. Lastly there are the ‘centre
parties’ which “draw on the best elements of the different
traditions”. As the history of such attempts demonstrates this
usually flounders into lack of depth and conservatism held
together by the political skills of leading cadres. (As can be
seen in seventies style ‘libertarian communism’, or the history
of the groups around Guy Aldred — or if those examples mean
nothing the Liberal/SDP Alliance.) = =

“To'ﬁa‘gum. efnts ﬂleyhs'ten with ftghe:em"\of'.a;?oligg .s‘p}f',_

In criticising the traditions I don’t want to be misunderstood.

They only have a disproportionate influence today because '

the shrinking of widet ‘revolutionary’ currents leaves few alter-
natives outside activist groupings. And these have only shallow
‘political’ ideas — despite their being drawn, often enough,
from a more embracing sense of whats wrong with society.

This sort of ‘global’ viewpoint on the misery of life under

capitalism — one lacking any detailed understanding of the

parts making up the whole — is common among people first
becoming aware of alternative ideas and possibilities for
activity to those normally on offer. Consequently they are
often more receptive to radical ideas than militants in the
traditions, who have a vested interest in not devaluing the

' s taken them so long to accumulate. (Mind

political capital its taken ul
you, Globalism can become a tradition in its own right — see
for example the authors of Stop the City leaflets), It’s because

they have a broader view and are open to new ideas that the

so called ‘masses’ invariably lead the politicians and ‘revolut-
jonaries' at the start of any mass struggle. The traditions are
attractive because they appear to offer the sort of detailed

knowledge of the ‘parts’ of society that militants lack. The
price of entering these pelitical ‘public schools’ is the need to-

accept the narrow perspectives demanded by the traditions

‘academics’ in order to fit in. For most people that means the

loss of the ‘naive utopianism’ — the sense of whats wrong with
society on the grand scale — which brought them there in the

first place. And those who eventually graduate or drop out
have to unlearn the sectarian ways of thinking and arquing,

Ay

and the one dimensional divisions into different and apparant-

ly unconnected ‘subjects’ and specialisations. (Playtime is a

good example of the problem). As fewer and fewer militants
are enrolling in sects today its not surprising that hardly any
make it back out except as isolated individuals in the post-
political wilderness. The argument that this is an inevitable
situation and that there is no altemative to the sects is like
pointing to radicalised ex-catholics as proof of the ‘objectively

progressive role’ of the Vatican.

The decline of the ‘revolutionary’ currents ';'_isr_if_'g_ bécausethere o
is any less struggle going on in society. Struggle is fundamen-
tal to capitalist society because capital cannot reconcile its

own needs and goals to the material circumstances it domin-

ates — there are no permanent gains possible on either side of

the class struggle. The reverses of recent years have helped

produce a situation where on the one hand struggles are
consistently failing to break out of their specific situations,
and on the other hand amongst proletarians there is no
widespread sense of the possibility of fundamental change
which might be ignited by struggle. Needless to say these two
factors tend to reinforce one another. Obviously the present
situation will not last forever — equally obviously things might
get a lot worse before getting better. It is always important to
try to understand the implications of the general situation for
our activity — as it becomes more and more difficult to do so
in isolation (even within isolated groups) the traditions come
into their own.

“The thoughtless who never doubt
Meet the thoughtful who never act.

People respond to traditional arguments and align themselves
in sects because they do reflect in a distorted way the desire
for a more fundamental understanding of society, or for a
more fruitful focus for activity. [ certainly don't criticise
people for turning to the traditions in the absence of anything
better — having done it myself I've every sympathy with them.
Nor am I suggesting that the traditions are 100% counter-
revolutionary. Even the worst of them are as ineffective in that
direction as any other. They do offer space within which
individuals can develop their understanding of this society and
of revolutionary opposition to it, a space within which they
can come to terms with the change in attitudes towards
themselves, the people they know and their material circum-
stances, which the adoption of a revolutionary perspective
makes inevitable. However the lessons are as often learnt in

~ reaction against the sect, as they are taught directly by it. For
~ most people, participation in ‘political’ groupings provides a

~ crash course in how alienated political relations really are, And

~ by their nature the traditions set restrictive limits to how far

- people can come to terms with ‘being’ a revolutionary in a

- non-revolutionary situation, and also actively perpetuate

- useless and counter-productive ways of thinking and acting.

The problems they purport to address are real problems. They
can all be boiled down to the two eternal arguments over the

- development of understanding and the organisation of struggle.
~ Orin the language of traditionalism ‘building the organisation’
- and ‘defending the programme’ — or vice versa. '
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“They doubt, not in order to come to a decision
But to avoid a decision.

So if these are real problems what alternative solution does
Playtime offer ? No solution at all ? Thats almost right.
What links us as far as I am concerned is the conviction that
while capitalist society or alienated social relations exist
solutions to these problems can only be temporary and
achieved in practise. They arise from specific situations and
in specific struggles and the response to them. They cannot
outlive them except as memory of struggle, as conclusions
drawn from it, and as strengthened determination to continue
struggling. As Joe Jacobs put it writing about organisation :

“To think we can establish, even in general terms, a set
of objectives/principles which will be a basis for a real
“revolutionary organisation” is an illusion. We can and do
combine for the realisation of specific immediate projects,
and we are obliged to do so. We can and do have ideas/visions
concerning the long term future: these change according to the
results of current and resulting actions and so on (..) It
follows that organisations cannot be established and frozen
for very long. They change split or liquidate. As we try to
create effective organisation, we wonder why “organisation”’
is always on the agenda....."”

And it could be added, as we try to develop effective under-
standing, we wonder why ‘‘theory” is always "on the agenda.”
We don't see Playtime as having a solution but as having a task
— to contribute to the collective struggle against this society
by contributing to the active debate about it.

The fundamental criticism of the traditions is that they claim
to have or to offer permanent solutions to these problems —
though this expresses itself in different ways. As I've said
before there are no permanent gains to be won in struggle
within capitalist society. Those who claim that The(ir) ‘organ-
isation’ or The(ir) ‘theory’ are permanent gains won by The(ir)
‘class’ are perhaps the worst reformists of all.

“Their heads they use only for shaking.

However I don't want to be misunderstood as arguing that the
traditions or activism are the ‘enemy within’, or the main
problem facing revolutionaries. Nor is our principal task
exposing them. Those would, after all, be entirely traditional
attitudes. Bordiga (a dead revolutionary) argued that the
worst product of Fascism was Anti-Fascism, because it substit-
uted an alliance of ‘progressive forces’ (including ‘progressive’
‘democratic’ capitalists) against one form of capitalist society,
for a revolutionary attack on capitalism as a whole. ‘Anti-
sectarianism’ (for example anti-marxism, anti-anarchism, even
anti-leftism) is only the feeble echo of anti-fascism in revolut-
ionary circles.

The main enemy we face is the world capitalist system and the
alienated, competitive and hierarchical institutions and social
relations, which it draws its strength from and perpetuates,
The main task for ‘us’ is struggling to advance the movement
to destroy it. If the sects and traditions are at worst alienated
institutions adapted to capitalist reality, they are still no more
central to the task of overthrowing the capitalist state, than
are bicycle co-operatives in the task of overthrowing the
capitalist economy. They will naturally be expropriated of
what is of use, however the main battles will be fought else-
where,

“With anxious faces they warn the crews of sinking ships
That water is dangerous,

Advancing the case for revolution is something that can only
be done collectively. That doesn't just mean by a group rather
than individuals. No person or group of people has sufficient
inherent wisdom — or more importantly sufficient under-
standing of all aspects of society to develop the revolutionary
case in isolation. Beyond a certain level ideas can only develop
in discussion with others and by taking account of similar
discussions elsewhere — wherever they may happen to take

place. (That includes the sensible aspects of the traditions of
course — but also means actively listening to whats happening
outside them. It also means listening to what is actually s=ac
and trying to understand what is meant by it — withou
becoming so polite that you don’t make your own views
clear). For those overwhelmed by the size of this task tras-
itions offer an easy approach to the problem (For a star
off by prioritising ‘politics’ or ‘economics’ as the ‘resl
problem), and market easy package deals of ideas ame
activities. (This doesn’t prevent them, like producers of
luxury goods anywhere, from disparaging the cheapness
and extra facilities of mass-produced package deal leftis=
Leftism returns the insult from the same analogy by callims
them petty-bourgeois and meaning home-workers ans
craftsmen rather than middle-managers). 3

Even where people are critical of the traditional package des!
many persist in working ‘within the tradition’ in the hope of
reforming it (the ‘if only we could kick out the wankess
strategy), or more realistically of meeting lik » minded individ-
uals. Exactly the same arquments used by leftists to justify
attempts to ‘use’ or ‘reform’ capitalist unions or parties or
institutions. To solve the problem of getting ideas across they
find ways to say what they 'really mean’ using the jargon ane
catch-phrases of the tradition in ques ion. As far as we are
concerned this adds to the problem of understanding what
they really mean, i

‘direct action’ have been rend
use to describe different — and

things. To the point that tﬂg @

is a political one — as coinage in the competitic
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More common still today, as even the largest sects are forced

“The proleat must build up its o“bodieaf armed
men”, its own police force, army, prisons etc. with which to break
the resistance of the classes who 0oppose communism . ., .7

E—rT specialist bodies such as police and red army,
although controlled by delegates from the councils, must have a
ermanent exist outside the workers councils.”

The important positions of power must be filled by clear
sighted and dedicated communists. These people will be democrat-
ically elected from the soviets and, like all delegated soviet deputies,
e ct to recall.” -

humanity has been integrated into the

| proletariat the basis for seperate class interests will no longer exist,

and the special bodies of armed men, who enforce the will of the

proletariat against the will of other classes, will be superfluous. Then
the ings wi ce the management of men.”
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#==zon and rhetoric is used to conceal lack of under-
The mesult is that groups finish up relying on one or
 “Sece=tical leaders’ to provide the rest with ‘fast food’
and styles of franchising them to ‘the class’, Its the
img” approach to politics : “‘Cn y rd ths slgn ? F so
= a sht ht Rvltny n bld a bg rptn.” ‘Collective’ sets of
e and parables are developed, which are flourished

# meme beads, but which don’t thread together into a
==t umderstanding of society and revolution. Instead
= asound loose in the mouths of militants producing

(ilim=ms of intellectual motion and a misty sense of having a
explanation on the tip of the tongue. I hope I've

i smmus® %0 make it clear that the answer to this is not

ime “hem together into programmatic rosaries.

im jargon-free of course, and never will be. The
= i that we do actively question our own use of it
By sutting inverted comma’s ‘around’“it’- as ‘you’
Saws" ‘noticed’). And we genuinely want you lot to

do the same. Question it that is, not use comma’s. And if
you're interested but don’t understand something challenge us
to explain — if we can.

“Their only action is to vacillate.

If I've been talking a lot about jargon and theory and debate
it's because I'm talking after all about the problems of produc-
Ing a magazine. It’s perhaps worth saying however that we
don't see ‘theory’ or ‘discussion’ as a precondition or substitute
for ‘struggle’. Debate is a crucial element in struggle — on it's
own its not just pointless, it is impossible. Explosive social
struggles not only can but will occur without ‘organisations’
having given a lead. But unless they take place in the context
of a sense of where they are going and how, beyond the level
of gut instincts and reactions; in other words, unless they
help develop an active debate which involves the mass of the
participants because it addresses their experiences and sense of
possibilities — a debate moreover expressed in deeds as well as
words — then the sort of revolution we ‘revolutionaries’ want
to see will not occur, Those of us who know now that we want
to see, and help make, revolution have to be active in waging
struggle and debate. But revolutionaries aren’t specialists who
can distance themselves from ‘basic’ struggle in order to
develop advanced insights.

“Their favourite phrase is : not yet ripe for discussion.”;

The basic struggle for anyone who hates this society starts
where they are — however insignificant or unrewarding that
might seem to be. The militant with a solution to every
problem but their own is only the other side of the coin from
the comfortably placed individual who looks ‘elsewhere’ for
struggle because that doesn’t threaten that comfort. At the
basic level struggle takes specific forms and demands specific
responses. But once it's understood that your own struggle
relates to the other struggles in this society — and that only
attacking the causes of problems rather than their effects on us
will make any real difference — it becomes necessary to work
out how struggles are linked and how they are divided, Only
with some sense of that does talk of linking up with others
struggling in different circumstances have any meaning. That
in turn means developing some understanding of this society.
To develop very far it means discussing with other like-minded
if not necessarily like-situated people, to go further it must
take account of what other groups and individuals are saying.
To make any significant impact on events it must go beyond
this to developing an active debate amongst those struggling
against this society who see the need for nothing short of its
destruction and the collective creation of a better one.

Playtimes only function in this as far as I am concerned is to
contribute to what debate there is by making our own views
known, and providing a focus for us to develop them. But in
isolation from attempts by others to do the same we can go
no further than that — indeed its impossible that we could
sustain our efforts without ourselves succumbing to the
half measures and easy solutions I've been criticising.

What then do we want you to do ? We want you to struggle if
you are not doing so, and to make what you are doing known
to other people. If you still have time and want to write stuff
for Playtime great — but we'd be even more pleased to see
more papers starting up. And not necessarily involving the
amount of resources and fluency in advanced theory that we
try to look as if we have. We’d obviously love to discuss our
ideas with other people — but by debate we don’t mean
encouraging people to write to us so we can criticise their
‘incorrect thought’. However we would like to know what you
think of Playtime — even if its just telling us we're a load of
rubbish. And of course if you want to help our finances by
taking a subscription or buying extra copies. . ..

“But the most beautiful of all doubts
Is when the downtrodden and despondent raise their heads
and
Stop believing in the strength

Of their oppressors.” (Brecht)




What IS Workers Playtime stan

Poor old Workers Playtime ! The miners’ strike has certainly
made you come clean. The latter-day Bolsheviks can carry on
selling papers, holding meetings, trying to recruit miners to The
Party, no matter whether the miners lose because the NUM gets
what it wants, or lose because the NCB and strictly non-
interfering friends get what they want. Does it matter to
Militant that their call for a 24-hour general strike was passed
by? Or to the WRP that the TUC still hasn’t got round to
organising the indefinite General Strike? Building the Party,
fighting for Marxism in the Labour Movement goes on regard-
less. The ICC can develop the ‘political avant-garde of the class’ ;
the CWO can try to set up their first ‘communist kernel’ in the
workplace. The RCP, which got the ‘wrong’ answer to the baliot
question in trying so hard to be different, has given up on the
miners who “remain unconvinced by our-approach” : now the
RCP can concentrate on Preparing for Power. It seems that
Workers Playtime have given up on the miners as well, but with
no consolation in party-building : or perhaps the competition
to invent a new name for a ‘Leftist Communist Party’ isn’t
just a dig at Wildcat after all!

The arguments of the first part of Playtime’s editorial are :

1. The NUM controls the strike; only a minority of strikers
are involved actively.

2. A face-saving (Scargill’s face?) sell-out will be achieved
(at best?) if nothing changes. Pits will close in exchange for
better wages, early retirement, shorter hours, or some such
package.

3. To get something ‘““better’’ (unspecified), there needs to be
a) a more ‘‘solid”’ strike,

b) an extension of the strike to other workers and
¢) blacking of coal movements by transport drivers.

4. In the meantime, the miners and their families must be kept
going through food and money collections which go to them
directly.

5. “And the growing anger of strikers must be turned in a
practical direction. Direct links must be forged directly
between militant pits and regions, and within mining
communities, so that when one-off closures restart after the
strike ends, miners in the affected pits have a solidly-based
confidence in their ability to resist closure, or simply sell
jobs as dearly as possible .”

Let’s look at all this. Does the NUM control the Hit Squads?
Does it control all the support groups and relief funds? Does it

organise the sabotage? Patently not. The NUM controls the
negotiations, controls the picketing money, is trying to control
food and money collections. It threatened to discipline and fine
(! — after 24 weeks on strike) miners who threw bricks at the
police at Gascoigne Wood. The miners.ignored that threat : does
the NUM control them? If the strike is merely not going to
work, does the NUM even control it in the sense that it can get
a return to work? Playtime mentions that some miners have no
intention of being starved back, but of fighting “to the finish" :
what is the ‘finish’ — the face-saving sell-out? communism? or
are the miners in Playtime's view only capable of the former?

How can the miners be defeated? Would it be a defeat for the
miners to sit it out endlessly-and never go back? That is the
question that arises if you assume “nothing changes’. For
Scargill to sell a face-saver, a lot has to change. The NCB is
already offering large sums to pack it in. The state shows no
inclination to back down at all. The ‘drift back to work’ is the
only way this strike looks like ending — which is precisely why
striking miners have directed such violence at those men going
in in the North East, Scotland and Yorkshire (and at NCB
property) to put a stop to this ‘drift’. That is precisely why the
state has devoted such resources, physical and financial, to get
miners to work, even to get one man into a pit as a symbol.

Calling for a “more solid strike’ implies that in some way
working miners have to be persuaded (or forced) out. Picketing
aas failed. On May 2nd, 10,000 Yorkshire miners failed to stop
200 men working at Harworth in North Nottinghamshire. What
ratio of striking miners to working miners would have succeeded?
There is simply no way those scab miners will come out. There
is no persuasion possible now. If they’d had a national batlot
and lost they’d probably have demanded a raffle, and if they’d
lost that ... All the rationality of capitalism is with them — and
an argument from Playtime (see below). The strike is as solid as
it can be.

Until it’s clear what they’re being asked to support, calls to
other workers to ‘extend’ the strike are empty. The call for class
solidarity regardless of the issues only goes so far (a lot of
dockers, some railway workers, not a lot of steelworkers.) If
the strike’s about a sectional interest, then for the steelworker
it’s fair game to be against steelworks closing. All six remaining
Gwent pits depend on Llanwern steelworks — it’s their sole
customer. The South Wales NUM has deliberately avoided any
serious picketing of Llanwern or the coke convoys from Port

On our heads or on our ear?

Our editorial in the last issue was the object of a good deal of
debate and rancour between Playmates. Since it appeared it has
been the subject of a lot more. Your open letter to us about it
was doubly welcome. Its helped us to reach conclusions about
what we see as the deficiencies of the editorial. But it also
indicated to us that there was somebody who took what we
wrote seriously enough to take it apart.

Your criticisms relate to our arguments about the miners
strike on the one hand, and to our reasons for producing
Playtime at all on the other. I'll deal with these two things
seperately — first with your criticisms of the editorials
arguments.

JYou summarise us as saying that “The NUM controls the
strike; only a minority of the strikers are involved actively”,

and ask whether we are suggesting the NUM controls the
initiatives that have come from the strikers and their families
and communities. As you say, patently not. In the editorial
we only rather briefly listed the militant initiatives which
have marked the strike. Not simply the most militant actions
but the determination and spirit shown by over 100,000 miners
striking for nine months with the hardship and resistance o
State violence that has entailed, and the resourcefulness and
courage it has demanded. Of course the NUM doesn't contral
the initiatives of the strikers — it can only attempt to channel
them for its own ends.

That has been the story of the strike from day one. Scargill and
the ‘militant’ faction in the NUM leadership wanted a national

‘strike for their own ends. They were unable to get a ‘demoe-

ratic’ mandate for one in a series of votes over the last couple of
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TuBot beyond a few minor push and shoves with the police so
i some miners can let off steam. As long as the miners strike
it an ‘industrial action’, it is no use expecting other workers
tmatrike for months on end — and most workers know that one-
iy sympathy strikes are token, ineffective and a stupid way to
[iieee money.

e two sentences quoted above as point 5 really are quite
memarkable. From discussing the strike as it is, Playtime now
amgs ‘the strike is over'. But, says Playtime, while this strike is
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A Response to the editorial on the miners strike in Playtime, August 1984

still on, strikers must turn their ‘‘growing anger”’, not to winning
this strike ( in whatever terms they might see winning), but to
preparing themselves for a struggle after this strike. The
‘practical’ forging of links is not for any immediate ends, but

to be kept in reserve for the next struggle. And for what specific
struggle “‘must” the miners do this? Why, to fight the next one-
off pit closure! Voices off-stage : *‘But this strike started with
the one-off closure of Cortonwood.” Absolutely. This strike
here and now, this concrete struggle which is proving so unsatis-
factory to so many political groups, is to resist closures. If this
battle is lost (i.e., pit closures continue), where will the “solidly
based confidence” come from? From having turned ‘‘growing
anger” into forging direct links? Either this “practical direction”
will have failed in this strike, or won't even have been tried!

But that’s not all. If this ‘practical direction’ fails to stop a pit
closure next year or whenever, it will apparently help miners to
“sell the jobs as dearly as possible”. Well, a lot of cracked heads
and empty stomachs had to be gone through to get to this. The
jobs can be sold now. The NCB has the money on the table for
that, and many miners have got their eyes on it. There's no need
to struggle to sell the jobs : why go through a long, costly strike
just for that? It’s an argument for the scabs. Their calculation is
to carry on working and get their wages : if their pit stays open,
all well and good, they've kept their jobs; if their pit closes,
they’ll take the money. Who'll sell the jobs ‘“‘as dearly as
possible’? The same people who've been selling them for years
— the unions, in this case the NUM. In all honesty you ought to
come right out and say “Miners, you can't win : sell your jobs,
accept pit closures!’. That is the real message of your editorial.

P P T LT T E P e R S

P.S. One last point. *And the growing anger of strikers must
be turned in a practical direction.” How is this ‘growing anger’
showing itself at the moment? Attacks on NCB property,
attacks on scab transport firms, throwing bricks and stones at
the police, attacks on police stations, organising hit squads and
a lot more besides. But for Workers Playtime all this is an
impractical direction : miners must turn away from all this and
instead forge links with each other. This is very reminiscent of
the objections raised by the left to the rioters in 1981 : rioting,
looting, attacking the police etc., are all impractical, mere
‘anger’ ; demanding jobs, joining The Party, voting Labour
(reading Workers Playtime?) etc., were practical.

e received this response to the editorial in our last issue (Aug ’84) shortly after it appeared, and this reply was
wiiten to it in December when we expected this issue to come out. Obviously both the criticism’s by Scorcher
Pablcations and our reply are a bit out of date. We decided to publish them anyway. Scorcher Publications can be

ametacted at Box 56, 1-9-8 Bookshop, 108 Salisbury Road, Cardiff.

s The present strike came about through the initiative of
witw wrikers themselves. They responded to the threat to their
jindis and communities posed not just by the announcement of
sgmific closures (Cortonwood etc) but by the announcement of
MeGeegors future plans. For the strikers the issue is clear — that
et must be stopped.

[ tie language used by both the strikers and the NUM is the
s what is meant by it is rather different. The strikers are not
goimaridy interested in the ‘Plan for Coal’ but in what
®WGimgors plan means for the 4future of the industry” in
ommmete terms for them. The ‘militant’ NUM leadership by
ammemast are interested in “defending our members jobs and
ommmmsmities” by ensuring the place of the NUM in determining
vt figture of the mining industry in Britain”. The strikers see
wiifter mwmed for a national strike because no one pit or even region

can stop the national plan for closures. Scargill and co. see the
need for a national strike because the argument about the
future role of the NUM can't be settled at the level of any
individual struggle — (at the level of ‘isolated’ closures,
specific  economic  arguments, actual hardship and
community devastation etc). It can only be won by
making the political price of the NCB plans too high for
the NCB & the Government. In those circumstances a new
‘accommodation’ with the union over the conduct of future
industry-wide negotiations would be necessary. Is this what
the strikers are after ? We think not.

We don't think there would be any disagreement between us
about the aims of the strikers and the NUM being different. But
if that is the case an obvious question raises itself. Whose aims
are currently put forward ? More exactly, since as long as



unions and workers co-exist it will never be a completely
black and white distinction, whose aims are predominantly
at stake. We don't believe that there could be much doubt
about the answer when we produced the last issue or now.
It is the NUM’s. The strikers have certainly forced the NUM
to move in directions it wouldn't have chosen. But they are
not determining the direction of the strike — and not therefore
its goal. At the moment.

You ask “...does the NUM even control (the strike) in the sense
that it can get a return to work.” As things stand it would be
very difficult to ‘sell’ a sell- out in the militant regions (5.Wales,
Yorkshire, Kent etc). However it was our gloomy conviction
then — and events have if anything reinforced it — that if a new
round of talks agreed a formula which both the NUM national
leadership and the delegate conference could accept, they would
be able to get a majority return to work nationally. It would be
bitterly resisted by a minority in all areas — perhaps a majority
in some — but once ‘the strike was no longer national that
resistance could be isolated and either defused or crushed. Its
not as if the precedents don't exist. The NCB are not currently
refusing to negotiate because of any conviction that the NUM
would be unable to police an agreement.

In the last week we have seen the delegate conference throw
out a National Executive motion on strategy towards the
receivership as too moderate. If that indicates the difficulties
the ‘militant’ national leadership face it doesn’t alter our belief
that any deal Scargill puts his name to will probably be accepted
by the delegate conference.

However, as yet neither victory nor defeat (or if you prefer
‘victory' or ‘defeat’), are on the horizon. What we actually
wrote was that ‘“the overall direction and control of the

strike remains firmly in the hands of the NUM executive, and
the majority of the strikers are not actively involved’.
It would perhaps have been clearer as to what we meant if these
statements had been put in the correct order. It is because
the majority of the strikers are not actively involved that the
strike remains in the hands of the NUM. You don't challenge
our assertion that the majority of strikers are not actively
involved — in other words active in picketing beyond their
own pits (many not even that), in seeking practical support
from relevent groups of workers, even in collecting money;
let alone in the encouraging instances of a more militant resist-
ance to NCB manouvres, state violence and treachery in their
own ranks. There are of course considerable differences between
regions in this respect — that is part of the problem. For us that
lack of active involvement by a large number of the strikers is
the most important element in determining ‘victory’ or ‘defeat’.

A little further on you read our argument that “for anything
better than a face-saving sell out to be a achieved the strike
would need to become more solid...”” as meaning that
working miners should be picketed o As you rightly say
this (as opposed to trying to prevent a drift back) is wasted
effort. Its what we said ourselves in the issue before last. By
“more solid” we simply meant tl}g need for more active
participation, to give the strike more bite It could of cdurse
have been put more clearly. : ;

‘zé’-.

You paraphrase us as saying *. some mmers have no mtenuon
of bemg starved back, but of ﬁghtmg “to the%:ush” «'and ask
“what is the ‘finish’ — the face-sawng sell out? communism? or
are the miners in Playtime’s view only caﬁab}e of the former?”.

As you imply communism isn't (unfoﬁuhateiy}on tl'le agenda.
Except of course in the somewhat abstract sense ;hat every
struggle since 1848/1871/1914 (deleté%s appmpnate) has posed
the question of ‘socialism or barbarism’ blah, blg.h, blah

We are certainly not suggesting that a face-saving sell oﬁtmthe
only possible alternative. There are at least two clear alternatives
— clear defeat of the strikers and ckea: dgfeat of the Govern-

ment. And the term sell-out covers a broad range of options
with greater or lesser degrees of dafea;b for. e:ther the NCB or
NUM. What we are saying is that unlém the strikers take the
direction of the strike in their own hagds a deal along the lines
sought by the NUM is the best prospgct‘f‘they cou.ld hope for.

f‘z- :
By direction we don't just mean running. he Strfke = in manenal
terms the strikers are running the strike and have done so from
the start — we mean determining by tl;ga.r acﬁo%s thﬁ*ftlmre

course of the strike,

You say “The ‘drift back to work’ is the only wag th:s
looks like ending” and “The state shows no inclination to back
down at all”’. But the reason there hasn’t been a sell-out so far
isn’t because of the pressure of the strikers on the NUM, or
because of Government intransigence. Obviously those are
important factors, but the determining element remains the fact
that the hardline factions in charge of the NUM and the NCB
haven't caved in or lost control. of their respective executives.
Despite rumblings in both camps, and attempts in both cases to
foment divisions from outside. And despite discontent with
their performance expressed (as yet privately) by a minority
within both Government and strikers.

At this level what there is to be ‘won’ remains what is on the
negotiating table. On neither side have the legs been kicked over
or sawn through. Both leading factions are genuinely hardline
and both have staked too much to back down unless forced by
events or undermined. Its uncommon after many years of
dominant ‘consensus’ unionism to see a genuinely ‘militant’
hardline national union leadership. (Hence the difficulty some
‘revolutionaries’ have in criticising it for what it is and does,




2= ease with which others have actually supported it.) This
lgf=s=on (‘hardline’‘genuine militancy’ etc) obviously begs a
il Sscussion of whats involved — but the reality so defined
Jm'* =me of the points at issue between us as far as we can see.
Mue= £amiliar is the hardline management style displayed by
i E=ing faction in the NCB — not just McGregors own past
un Sem=sh Steel, but Michael Edwardes and his successors at
Jimss® Leyland, or in a different way the ‘businesslike’ manage-
mume amtroduced at British Telecom to prepare for privatisation.
Ml w=r= put in by Government as a response to the effects of
wsomomsc crisis  and the needs of state economic policy. The
wmiz=y of the regime at BL reflects the terminal state of the
mmp=ry when Edwardes took over and the crisis in world car
mmusssion. The hardline approach by McGregor & co. in the
W= meflects the crucial importance of restructuring the coal
misesy for state directed energy supply policy. But ‘soft’ or
Y= all are just a choice by the Government of the day as to
i a::ropnate tool for carrying out the same job — ‘motiv-

----- 't rea) the parallel bureaucracies of middle
- n, and breaking entrenched workers
ate controlled monopolies can cut costs

he miners strike is significant as the first
with hardline factions in charge of the
Rio! management. So far neither has lost
i pressuring them from behind. At the
o be settled isn't the “‘Governments right

they have only been raised negatively,
, and they are not — as yet — the issue
1e question of how the coal industry is to
ords how ‘capitalist realities’ are going to
much say the NUM has in that process.
m -te moaihs' striking the questions are still how many
3 yhat basis ? On what terms ?

a8 Y

X

Wi geocess of democratic negotiation between the NUM &
WI® = currently deadlocked. The TUC “initiative’’ seems to be
|l mowhere in a tx‘ansparently desperate attempt to rebuild
e Mibihty amengst its moderate constltuency The

e

=% from power stations currently running at low levels
il . mecessary. The Government clearly hope the strike will
e miSciently weakened by then to police these movements
mifimer wing politically unacceptable levels of state violence,
ey if that is combined with disruption to electricity
syl i practise. For the moment they are not sitting still
- wissever possible the screws are slowly being put on the
e Resdership which is clearly seen as more of a problem in
smnilimy “= strike than the activities of the strikers. However it is
s meeessary for the Government to escalate things at the
mumess — merely to attempt to contain them. (Indeed they
Jjue = sesitive interest in not creating the sort of incidents that
ynuiie feed resistance or sympathy in support of the strike,
i s to be balanced against the need to police existing
Jmmimsme= =nd break the will to struggle).

i

Wi WEIMs current interest is in holding the strike ‘solid’ in
sy m=se. Given the relative passivity in the ranks of ‘their’
i ity mecessary to organise (largely symbolic and useless)
et dmitiatives to maintain a basic momentum of activity,

alongside the propaganda aimed at keeping morale high and
ensuring it's channeled towards the ‘correct’ goals. In addition
efforts to prevent ‘drift back ' have to be made. The aim is to
keep resistance ticking over until the crucially important time
when coal stocks run down. Similarly the propaganda efforts
put into calling for ‘Industrial Action’ in support by other
‘trade unionists’ are clearly less calculated at producing results
now than in creating a climate in which direct appeals will bear
fruit in practise, when the ‘real battle’ starts on the picket lines
in a month or two. This is the most the NUM leadership can do
in support of their strategy since for them to appeal directly to
other groups of workers beyond making public speeches would
breach the democratic etiquette amongst trade unions — one set
of laws’ the NUM has no intention of flouting. For the strikers
however this clearly cannot be enough unless they are prepared
to accept what the NUM wants as ‘victory'.

The NUM is committed to a ‘last battle’ when coal stocks run
down to the point where targets for activity (large coal move-
ments — power stations coming back on to the grid) are created.
This is certainly the only chance for a “‘union led victory’’ along
the lines of 1972 which might force the NCB to settle. If the
strikers want more than that they will have to act on their own
initiative. Indeed its arguable that they would have to do so to
make the NUM's risky ‘all or nothing’ strategy work,

Take first the question of ‘forging links’ with other workers.
The NUM leadership making speeches clearly isn’t enough. We
have argued from the start that — as in any strike — the only
effective way of calling on solidarity is for the strikers to
identify the relevant groups of workers (those whose action
would make the strike bite) and approach them directly. The
importance of this is only underlined by the shyness and reluc-
tance strikers generally display about doing this. (Its always




'what time umgn should he do1ﬁg” when in most e:rcumstancea

ﬁrom us aboxgt the ‘dmeﬁbn of woriung class communny etc

:""wx agree ex:;jumly w{th your parag:gph ahout ca}ls to extencl the

strike being empty unless its clear to other workers ‘what they're
‘being asked to support. But it was never our intention to suggest

= ""uinor;s) have a limited role in pointing out to people that class
- solidarity is at issue. Butmpractlcal terms they must be

: ! ragarded as secondary to direct approaches. And at that level it
_is not a matter of ‘class- umfymg demands’ ”but of whatever_

\ arguments are necessary to achieve results. That is a different

~ and see solidarity in terms of other workers doing the same.

~ ‘Making a stand’ is in the literal sense ‘votmg with your feet’

L treating the strike as a pohucai event, in a society where
- politics are the domain of the ruling class .and workmg clm
_power by» cdntras: meansputtmg the b@otm .

- Yaur final parégraph enﬁase& our extremely stupldly werded

~ sentence about anger being turned in a “practical” direction as
meaning that we see class violence as impractical, or ‘somehowz :

~_ secondary to ‘forging links’. Its a reasonable interpretation of

it's the opposite of what we meant. The only

~ what we said —
way we can see the current deadlock being brokexg in a way

'favounng the smkers is if the anger demonstrateci by ‘the

~ militant minority becomes more widespread. Traditional mass
~ picketing was defeated by nationally directed riot policing in
~ the first battle of the strike. Over the last month or so we have
- seen resistance to state violence turn into violent resistance, and
~ the first instances of succesful hit and run picketing. Only if the

~ readiness to do whatever is neccessary to make the strike bite is
 generalised — ~ for a start beyond the battleground of S. Yorkshlte -
— will the question of class power replace the issues on the

negotiating agenda. It has been obvious from the start that to

_prevent a deal over closures the strikers would have to ﬂo more
than break the NCB's determination. It would also mean makmg .
the pohtieal price of maintaining “The Resolute Approach” too
high for the Government. For all its rhetoric of confroﬁtanon .

_the Goxremment has no mtenucm of taking on any single group
of power workers directly — as opposed to doing so through
_its industry board hatchet men. They insist on the need to
-defeat ‘Scargillism’ but they are still relying on the NCB to do
~ it. For the ‘strikers it must become a conflict directly between

~ them and the State if the sort of mct_ory they want is to becoma .
possible. That is still possible — as thmgs stand it is one

posslbﬂity amonq others.

It would be easy to becerne Over-opnnusuc on the basis of the: :
‘instances of violent escalation of the struggle. It would also be

gasy to become over-pessimistic as many now are on the basis of
the return to work during November. But the facts of the
situation must be even more obvious to the miners than the rest

- of us. As things stand neither success nor defeat are clearly
in vtew for either ﬂde N’or is there any s:gn of i it bemg posmble .

- nesses of the revolutionary circles in this country. Our sense of
that weakness was why we started to pmduce Playume

: durmg the last two rou.nds of negotiations, Somethmg has to
' gz‘ie - be it patxence or nerve — on one side or the other.

' ”I'he crmcxsms m your last two paragraphs are clearly those you
 feel strongest about. We don’t suggest this strike is over. No
 strike is ever over until a return to work has taken place — and
- _somenmes not even then We be}igve«xt*s possible for the stnkers

zts'the last thing the unjon wants — and where it does coincide
 with their ambitions is generally beyond their power to achieve.)
, __:-Tha% reluctance by strikers and the difficulties it reflects says
~ more about the changed composition and consciousness of the
S \wmkmg class than. any intellectual soundmg generalisaﬂons ..

~ matter to calri‘ag on’ other workers to make a ‘stand’. In this _
_ strike one of the pmblems is the degree to which the miners
 see themselves as malpng a stand rather than waging a fight,

- could be wﬂdly misunderstood,

 to win the sort of victory. they want We would hke to sge &g‘ns
in whats taking place that that is the most likely outcome. But
- we can see no point in deoemng om'selves or anyone else that
t;aat’ss the case when it kn‘t . .

_ Havmg read us as wnung the strike off’ you see &Jubarguments

about the need to develop solidarity between pits for the

'stmggles after this strike is over, as being nonsense. Of course

links need to be developed to win this struggle — — how else will

_ D ~ they be developed. But what are you su@gestmg is at stake in
_that_this could be done usefully through public ‘calls’ or
‘appeals’. Sueh calls (pamculariy from strikers as opposed to

this struggle 2 This is an all or nothing attempt to prevent the

~ NCB's current plan hemg implemented. Its not about whether

closures take place or not — its about the ﬂmsc,'ale of them.
Over a short period of time, or over many years (with the poss-
ibility of a change of State priorities). Are you suggesting that
victory will mean the NUM won't sabotage future struggles ?
-Are you suggesting that the divisions amongst the miners are
gomg to be forgotten ? Are you suggesting that once the strike
is over that's class stmggle settted in the l‘mfung mdustry for the
néxt fifty years ?

The crucial pomt as far as we are ccmcemed xs_the one you put
on one side when ygu say “while ﬂus strike is still on, strikers

- must turn their ‘growing angar’ not to. winning th!s smke (in
- whatever terms they might see vannmg) but to preparing them

selves for a stmggle after this strike.” We are talking precisely

. about ‘what winning means’. 'I'hats what we said back in June

“There are two things to be wan They can force McGrggor to
drap his current plans for the industry.. J.Just Ppostponing the
process of closures would be some sort of result of course.....

~Without the other thing to be won it would be a hollow
 victory indeed. That other ‘thing to be won is the development
~ of a confidence and solidarity at rank and file level which could
* mount an effectwe msxs:em 10 closures when xhey restart 1

However it's all very well bemg ablg ta #ciefend’ outs&ives from
‘misunderstandings’ about ‘what we really meant’. The fact is
that the editorial was written in a way which didn’t convey

.. what we wantad to say. Worse still it was ‘written in a such a

manner — tired and detached — that makes your assumpubns

- about our attitude to the strike en’arely unﬂamtandable

. The madequames of the ed.ltonal are langely a msult of the

circumstances under which it was produced to meet a deadline.
Much of what you object to or misunderstand is where we have
hastily thrown ideas together without explaining them propetly.
This is even worse in the seconcl part of the editorial which you
don’t go on to criticise. There are several passaqes in that which
1 hope we've sa:d enouqh to
makeclearweareawareofthat : . _

This seoond aspect the amtude we eamey is perhaps more

ofa pmblem than the first. We don’t belme that getting our

ideas across is just a matter of accnrately szatmg facts or political
points. It's also a matter of getting over the attitude underlying
why we are writing them. That we produce Playtime because we
hate this society, because we are angry at what it does to our

~class. In practise this ab'nously isn't clear enough — we have

more than once been accused of taking a ‘calm’ ‘detached’

- ‘academic’ point of view. We could put it down to our undoubt-
ed deficiencies as writers and theorists. But that would still not

be the whole story, because our deficiencies reflect the weak-

Thats the principle dﬁference between us. and the groups you

line us up with in your first paragraph ‘We don’t produce
Playtime because we imagine we have the perfect revolutionary

_programme, Or the :ight answezs for every sxtuatmn we write

about




‘westher was the miners’ last chance to intensify the strike
‘am turm it to their own account—certainly as far as stopping
™= Macgregor plan was concerned.

e “drift back’ didn't help coal production figures much, but it
was fying down most of the active strikers to picketing pit gates,
anc wsually their own pit. The level of picketing declined after
Jwstmas, and the active minority found themselves spread
more= thinly, as they had to turn their attention to stopping the
=num t0 work, at the expense of the effort to stop coal movements.
=i restrictions and conditions of sentencing prevented many
mmers from picketing local pits. In addition, they came up against
™= conservatism of some branch and area officials, who were
=uctant to sanction initiatives which were not closely controlled
2w e wnion, such as door-knocking campaigns. The South
ises and Yorkshire NUM areas were obeying injunctions to
==mct picketing at some pits to six people.

Sut even if some of the tens of thousands of strikers who sat
nur most of the strike at home had begun to take a more active
sar. e miners would have needed a lot more than food or
muney. They would have needed physical solidarity.

The strategy of the strikers was all along to disrupt the electricity
supply industry. But the Central Electricity Generating Board's
mm=s policy, designed to take the pressure off power stations in

smw=tound coalfields where stocks were being conserved or
somer workers were known to be sympathetic to the strike,
suno=eded in preventing blackouts. It did this by working some
siants beyond their declared capacity (Isle of Grain, Littlebrook),
#nt acapting others to burn fuel oil (Blyth, Aberthaw). Local
seme= cuts for short periods were one consequence of this, as
e pe=ssure resulted in a higher number of ‘technical failures’
wan wsual. But these could no longer be taken as 'signs’ that the
= ske was putting unbearable pressure on power stations.
“= awertime ban and work-to-rule by NALGO staff at power stations
* J=mwsary (in pursuit of a 35-hour week), helped to undermine
t= my® of an imminent collapse by failing to push the electricity
sy mndustry over the edge.

Tme CEGB's strategy relied on its ability to bring stocks of fuel
1 = places where it was needed—coal from pitheads by road,
@l @ng sea, and oil. Their task was made easier by small numbers
* mmers going back to work before Christmas at pits which had,
5 Ten, been totally strikebound. Up to that point, they had
=== content to move small amounts of coal from pits in areas
Wrem= e strike was less than solid. Later, they began moving
@ o farger and larger quantities, with less and less opposition.
ihen e Coal Board decided to put on a show of strength by
wmwemg 2 large quantity of coking coal by road from Silverwood
silliery. the NUM took up their clear challenge and called for a
== macket—to which only 200 people turned up.

e CEGB was also relying on the willingness of power workers
“mamdie ‘blacked’ coal and substitute fuels. In the south, for
wance, sympathy action was confined to three coal-fired stations
1im= Thames Valley; Didcot, Tilbury and West Thurrock. But
w= mere, negotiations on fuel quotas resulted in a return to
wm=ing like normal production soon after ther New Year.

S these trends would have had to be reversed for the
ke 1 take more effect. It would have meant widespread, mobile
e J=termined action at power stations and pit gates, railway
#== docks and on the roads. Workers who were already
ummorsng the strike directly, by refusing to move coal by rail and

sea, would have had to resist mounting pressure and attempts at
victimisation from their bosses. British Rail, for instance, was
routinely suspending workers who they knew would hold up coal
trains.

Others who were supporting the strike half-heartedly or not at
all, even though they were in a good position to do so, would
have had to be persuaded to take a different attitude.

No-one except the more stupid leftists could have expected
anything from the TUC's ‘solidarity’ stunts, which were nothing
but a diversion. Ridiculous parliamentary lobbies, Coal-not-Dole
carnivals complete with clowns and foam rubber Maggie
Thatchers, souvenir mugs and so forth only served to enhance
the south-east region TUC's reputation for abject tokenism (in
most people’s eyes, anyway: groups like the Labour Party Young
Socialists were still demanding that the TUC call a general strike
a week after the miners went back.) Already well-practised in the
staging of symbolic Moments of Action, SERTUC decided in the
autumn to ‘mobilise’ weekly shows-of-weakness outside West
Thurrock power station—which had already been shut down as
the result of the actions of its own workers (the only power station
in the region to do so.) While it busied itself trying to find a ‘middle
ground’ between the government and the miners’ union, the TUC
could be counted on to do everything in its power to dissipate
and waste any real sympathetic impulse among trade unionists.

As for the prospects of an early settlement together with a
unified return to work, such a possibility was growing smaller all
the time. But minutely-chronicled shifts in the attitudes of the
negotiating parties, and the constant rumours of talks-about-talks

and new ‘forms of words’, largely succeeded in shifting attention
away from the fight in the coalfields, transport and at power
stations, where the original objectives of the strikers would be
won or lost.

Over the years, we have become used to seeing strikes openly
isolated and sold out by unions, or at least the facts could be
compressed into such an interpretation. The fact that there was a
militant union leadership in the coal strike, makes the standard
categories of ‘militant workers' vs. ‘reactionary bureaucrats' harder
to insert into political accounts of the strike. This has led to some
bizarre contortions among far- and ultra-left groups. Some have
got round the problem by basing their analyses on a selection of
anecdotes which yield the correct insights (for instance, union
officials asking pickets to dismantle a barricade). Some
‘revolutionaries’ said maybe the NUM should have held a national
strike ballot after all. Others queued to do disappearing acts up
the NUM's backside, notably the Socialist Workers Party, which




publically stuck to its line of championing rank-and-file militancy
as the way to win the strike, at the same time as it was privately
conceding defeat and preparing to ‘retreat within the traditional
organs of the working class'. Both attitudes betray a contempt for
‘ordinary’ workers by the way they manage to avoid talking about

the real relationship between unions and strikers.

Since the early weeks of the strike, which was not started on
the union's terms but began as an initiative by miners threatened
with immediate redundancy, the NUM had succeeded in
establishing its control over the direction of the strike and in
limiting it to strictly defensive and reformist aims, even though
these aims have been pusued very militantly and sometimes
violently. But it should be clear that the strikers and their leaders
meant different things by the slogan 'Ne Pit Closures on Economic
Grounds', and that they were making a different set of calculations
about the strike. The Macgregor plan was bad news for both the
miners and the NUM. But factors outside the direct control of the
strikers, such as national energy policy or the attitude of
governments to import controls, the value of the national currency
and subsidies for nationalised industries, are factors upon which
the union aspires to have a direct influence. As middiemen in the
labour market, the union is threatened on two fronts; firstly, the
loss of members, and possibly the end of its negotiating monapoly
if profitable pits are returned to private ownership. Secondly, the
undermining of its role as a partner in the managing triumvirate
of government, employer and union, to which the NUM became
accustomed during the 1970s. This has been the real argument

How Mr Moses

broke the mould

between the NUM and the government, behind the rhetoric of
‘Honouring the Plan for Coal’ from one side, and ‘Management's
Right to Manage' from the other. As far as the union is concerned,
Plan for Coal was a sacred document, not so much because it
sanctified particular production targets or levels of employment in
the industry, as because it enshrined the principle of NCB/NUM
joint planning.

Now the NUM feels itself being elbowed out, as management
opts to deal more directly with its workforce, which means pressing
the union into a more subservient role. The high eminence to
which the NUM rose during the 70s was the result of a conjunction
of circumstances—the full development of the national power
grid, rising oil prices, the infancy of nuclear technology—which
gave the miners a powerful (but temporary) strategic weapon in
their fight for higher pay, better conditions and secure employment.
The idea that the miners possessed ‘traditional’ industrial might
(as distinct from an exceptional degree of rank-and-file solidarity)
is nothing but a leftist myth; during the sixties, many miners were
forced by pit closures to move in search of work. While this strike
was from the union’s point of view a struggle to regain lost strategic
ground by forcing the government to change its priorities, it was
by no means the NUM's only line of defence. While the contraction
of the industry and mass redundancies would undoubtedly put
the union in difficulties, it could still survive as a union with a
negotiating monopoly over a smaller workforce in a technology-
intensive industry, and survive quite well if it could obtain a closed
shop among the new layer of technical staff which would be
created as coal production came under computerised, integrated,
automated mine operating systems. But to make this transition, it
would need the consent and assistance of management, and.
ultimately, governments. The point is that whether the union
wears its militant face or its bureaucratic tace according to the
moment, it i1 an organisation which has to adapt to changing
capitalist priorities. While it may choose to use workers' struggles
to try and change those priorities, the workers themselves are
engaged in an endless and fundamental struggle against the
implications of capitalist reality itself

Striking miners must have known as the union does, that
isn’'t a question in the end of whether the industry is restructureag,
rather of how and when. The Macgregor plan meant mass

sackings, pit villages being Corbyised, communities broken up,
miners forced to be more ‘flexible’, more ‘responsive to the needs
of the industry’. Their calculation was that this could be held off
for at least a few years, and many strikers must have had an eye
on the possibilty of the government rethinking its energy policy in
favour of coal. It was always a long shot. To reinstate domestically-
produced coal as the country's primary energy source, the
government would have to be persuaded by an overwhelming
combination of political and economic pressures. As it is, British
coal’s sudden attractiveness on price is the result of a sterling
crisis which probably won't last long. Even if it does, other
considerations make a major change of emphasis unlikely. The
CEGB's plans to expand its nuclear generating capacity have run
into a number of problems, but during the strike nuclear power
has met up to 20% of the total demand for electricity (as compared
with 3% at the time of the 1974 strike.) For the future, nuclear
power looks set to further undermine coal’s pre-eminence. The
aim of the government and CEGB is to create a more broadly-
based generating industry using a number of different
technologies, which would be less vulnerable to political pressures
and fluctuations in the price and availability of fuels from different
sources.

Arguments from some quarters on the left—that the strike and
its effects have set the coal industry so far back as to make the
Macgregor plan redundant anyway—represented feeble attempts
to construct capitalist-sounding reasons for letting the strikers off
the hook. They were also, indirectly, an admission that any victory
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on the issue of pit closures would have been temporary.

Barring a sudden global deterioration of uranium stocks, all oil
evaporating overnight, world revolution or some such natural
disaster, long-term restructuring will almost certainly mean a
permanent reduction of the workforce in the mining industry,
whether this strike had been won or lost. It has already happened
in steel, shipbuilding, the docks, the railways (and in coal mining
itself, though in a steadier way, over the last thirty-five years.)

Clearly, the NUM will need to be consulted rather than excluded
from this process, and this will mean proving its ability to police
distasteful agreements. As long as the strike continued, and
maybe for a while to come, the union could play hard-to-get. But
if it wants to survive at all as a national organisation, the NUM
will have to negotiate and help implement Coal Board policy—this
year, next year or in ten years' time. It can have no other role. It
is precisely the question of their own political survival, of what
part they can play in the future management of the coal industry
and its workforce, which now exercises the minds of the NUM
high-ups. This is where the different interests and priorities of
striking miners and union functionaries really becomes apparent.

That is, if it wasn't already apparent from the NUM's conduct
before last March. The left had already got its fingers burnt twice
when it had tried to initiate strikes by holding national strike ballots.
Both times; it had failed to get the required majority. It was not a
matter of the leadership proving itself to be more militant than
the rank-and-file; neither was it a matter of the rank-and-file
proving themselves to be clever strategists, biding their time. The
difference between Maich 1984 and the NUM's two previous
embarrassments was that this strike was started and consolidated
by the miners themselves.

Like most mass strikes that start in this way, the action was
un- and even anti-democratic n the sense that the strike was
begun by a minority and was spread, at least in the early weeks,
less by formal decision-making, voting and headcounting than by
force of direct persuasion and example, During the early days of
the strike. miners at some pits which had democratically voted
against striking changed their minds after meeting strikers from
other pits and areas on the picket lines, and stayed out (for
instance, in the South Wales area and at Ashington in
Northumberland.) Later, this strike movement was closed down

the union as an idea; I've =



..... HhE A toptscroda AL Tt e e

= strategy of area by-area ballotmg )
Both the NUM executive and the strikers resisted pressure for
= = mnational ballot during the early weeks of the strike, though for
- dF=rent reasons. For active strikers, it was an obvious waste of
w== and energy, sine as far as they were concerned the strike
wa=s already on. For the union, it was a question of turning a
==n of walkouts into a de facto official national strike, run by
WM officials on the ground and firmly harnessed to the ambitions
= #e national union. This meant that some democratic proceedure
wouid have to be gone through, as a means of bringing the strike
urcier the formal control of the national and local NUM and
=wnging it behind a set of negotiable demands on the union's
=s. As the union correctly said, government pressure for a
rafional strike ballot was aimed at formally dividing the strike in
= hope of exhausting the energies of the strikers at an early
=== We would say that the NUM's attemnpts to justify the strike
m = slightly different set of democratic terms was no less
'cl:-cxtunistic since it was aimed at recuperating that same energy.
Sgart from shifting the initiative into the hands of the union, the
=r=fegy of holding area-by-area ballots succeeded in formally
soiating the minority of strikers in areas like Nottinghamshire and
_=c=stershire, and gave a ready-made alibi to the scabs in those
===s. In general, we would say that any and all democratic
mr=cSses are a hindrance to workers in struggle, although they
== 2 powerful weapon in the hands of those who would suppress,
Sw=t or neutralise them.
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NUM agreed to the introduction of differential bonus schemes,
under which miners at highly profitable pits earn much more
money than miners at older pits which have not attracted as
much investment and where productivity is therefore lower.

The question of why the miners’ strike failed to spark off a
wave of sympathetic actions, and why it did not apparently give
encouragement to other groups of workers to pursue their own
demands, must also be seen in terms of the aims and context of
the strike. _

From the beginning, the NUM and the left couched their
arguments in terms of ‘honouring agreements signed by Mrs.
Thatcher herself', ‘protecting the British coal industry from heavily-
subsidised foreign competition', in terms of ‘fighting for the right
to work' and ‘keeping jobs down the pits for future generations’.
These arguments may have had some appeal for Labour
traditionalists and liberal bleeding hearts, but they were hardly
calculated to raise the temperature of the class struggle. Of course,
we would not expect the union to pitch its propaganda at any
other level than social patriotism and attachment to the job. Many
of the strikers would put their case differently in private, where
it's alright to say they couldn't care less whether there's a pit to
go back to any more, and the last thing they want is to see their
children working as coalminers. But in public, even the most
militant strikers have allowed the union to speak for them, on its
own terms. So it's little wonder if other workers have used this as
an excuse for treating the miners’ strike as if it were a purely
sectional dispute which had nothing to do with them. Why should
other workers support the demand for unconditional guarantees
of employment in the coal industry, especially if such a demand
conflicts with their own interests at a similar level? (the future of
the steel industry, for instance?) As one power station worker
said, the CEGB has been shutting down old power stations for
years—he'd worked at a string of others before ending up at
Fawley. What was so different about coal mines?

Nb amount of abstract appeals to ‘stand by your class' and
‘fight for basic human dignities' are enough to change such
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T== NUM was taking a calculated risk when it decided to go
o = national strike last March. On previous occasions it had, in
s ce=fiberately suppressed strike movements against pit closures
s=c=wse it thought it would be unable to turn them into the kind
i ===ke it wanted, on the terms it wanted. In 1983, it ignored an
W%, sirike vote in South Wales, while Yorkshire officials dissuaded
=me=s at the new Selby'super-pits’ from striking in sympathy. In
wmiand, a strike and sit-in at Kinneil was pacified by Mick
Ii=Sahey in person.

Lz=in, this was not because the union had decided to reveal
m=* =< the deadly enemy of the workers, but in line with the
Ji%=r=nt priorities of the national NUM. When the NCB's March
yrsurs plan was announced, and was met with immediate
wis, the NUM judged that both the severity of the closure
smzr=mme and the strength of the response would be sufficient
» =ust=in a unified official strike which could be directed at forcing
= smwernment and NCB to negotiate on their future plans for
fhwe —:ustry in terms favourable to the NUM. They hadn't done
e groundwork very well: the pit closure programme would
f=ce &fferent areas very differently, and while there is no perfect
: -g._on between the militancy of miners at individual pits and
iwe mmediate prospects for those pits under the NCB's plan, the
---—-::y of the strikers in (for instance) Kent and South Wales
ws=y related to the seriousness of the threat posed to jobs and
» e quality of life in general. The failure oi the strike in
lsmmghamshire has nothing to with any ‘scab tradition’, and
wesing to do with the fact that Nottinghamshire is a profitable

=i which will attract heavy investment in the future, with
e =i=tively) good chance of alternative local employment even
m= or two pits were to close, and with the relatively dispersed
wur= of the mining ‘communities’ in those areas.

attitudes. That is why, in spite of miners support groups appearing
all over the country arranging workplace meetings, visits to pit
villages, collections of food and money, and generally trying to
whip up support, the miners' strike did not ‘pose the question of
class power’; why limited sympathy actions among workers on
the railways, in the docks and at power stations were so easily
isolated; why the identification of other workers with the miners'
struggle stayed at an emotional level, where it existed at all; why
solidarity has been expressed indirectly, rather than directly.

The end of this miners' strike is not the end of the struggle,
for the miners or anyone else. The strike will not have brought
revolution any nearer, but then can any limited, defensive struggle
do that? On the other hand, it's no use complaining about the
‘limitations’ of defensive or reformist struggles—by definition, any
action which is not aimed at destrying capitalism is going to be
limited, because it cannot result in any lasting gain, and can only

. end with a resumption of business as usual. We are all compelled

to take up ‘limited’ struggles every day of our lives, usually on
our own, sometimes collectively.

Nevertheless, such struggles begin from a refusal to accept
capitalist misery, or to live our lives in a way which is
congenial to capitalism. It is this refusal, at the heart of the
miners’ strike and every other proletarian struggle, which we
can identify as the basis of class unity. The fact that it has
been expressed coilectively by large numbers of strikers
and others in the mining communities, for so long and with
such intensity, is why the miners’ fight has been and
continues to be so important for anyone who wants

e ]



Pickets at Betteshanger, Kent 8/3/85—five days after the mass return to work

“Society does not develop in a continuous way, free from setbacks, but through conflicts
and antagonisms. While the working class battle is widening in scope, the enemy’s
strength is increasing. Uncertainty about the way to be followed constantly and repeatedly
troubles the minds of the combatants; and doubt is a factor in division, of internal quarrels
and conflicts within the workers’ movement.

“It is useless to deplore these conflicts as creating a pernicious situation that should
not exist and which is making the working class powerless. As has often been pointed
out, the working class is not weak because it is divided; on the contrary, it is divided
because it is weak. And the reason why the proletariat ought to seek new ways is that
the enemy has strength of such a kind that the old methods are ineffectual. The working
class will not secure these ways by magic, but through a great effort, deep reflection,
through the clash of divergent opinions and the conflict of impassioned ideas. It is
incumbent upon it to find its own way, and precisely therein is the raison d’etre of the
internal differences and conflicts. It is forced to renounce outmoded ideas and old chimeras,
and it is indeed the difficulty of this task that engenders such big divisions.”



