
A STRIKING CONTRAST - SCARGILL AND GORMLEY

'The refusal of the Labour movement to move decisively into the position of a ruling class in the seventies is having catastrophic effects on it in the eighties. It is like a horse whose nerve has gone because it refused a fence.'

Article written in 1984 contrasting two Presidents of the NUM, one successful, one unsuccessful. Downloaded from www.labour-values.com

The Miners' Strike in Britain can only be successful if it expands into a general strike. It cannot become a general strike because its aims are too particular to the mining industry. Those aims are insufficient even to achieve a national strike of miners. A mirage of a general strike appeared on the horizon because of the dock strike and the threat of a seamen's strike. But the seamen's strike never materialised, and the dock strike, achieved by dubious means, collapsed internally.

GORMLEY AND SCARGILL

Ten years ago, a miners' strike, enthusiastically backed by the Labour movement, brought down a Tory government. The miners' leader was Joe Gormley, who knew the union inside-out, having made his way from the coal-face to the Presidency. Gormley had no systematic ideology. He was a Lancashire Catholic by origin. Lancashire Catholicism, being a survival of the Catholicism of old England, is unzealous and not very Roman. Gormley appears to have remained a lukewarm Catholic with a mind of his own, being attracted neither to Marxism nor to the Catholic Action lobby in the Labour movement which was developed by Irish elements. He therefore had no ideological axe to grind.

Lack of ideology did not imply a lack of militancy. He was one of the most effectively militant trade union leaders there has been in Britain. He got results. He won all his strikes. He carried the miners to the top of the wages league. And he brought down a Tory Government.

Scargill is an ideological militant above everything else. He thinks out a part and plays it. It is probably not true that he always has a hairdresser to hand so that his hair can be instantly lacquered for the cameras, but neither is the rumour unbelievable. Scargill is very concerned about his image. Gormley did his job and never gave a moment's thought to image.

Another important difference is that Scargill did not make his way from the coal-face to the Presidency through the mainstream negotiating machinery of the union. He progressed along a secondary line, negotiating safety arrangement : a sphere in which demands were almost automatically met.

Gormley's handling of the NUM created an illusion which fooled Scargill. Gormley made the union appear to the public as a monolithic militant force which had only to be committed to battle in order to win. And since Gormley was known to be an un-ideological moderate, the idea naturally presented itself that if a moderate could achieve such remarkable results with this force an ideologically motivated militant could storm heaven with it.

(The illusion was somewhat like that created by Napoleon's Imperial Guard. Through judicious use it acquired a reputation for invincibility, which became a great psychological force in many battles. When the Imperial Guard moved, the enemy knew that the battle was lost. Then came the battle of Waterloo, at which the Imperial Guard was for the first time thrown against British infantry. It was handled recklessly by Napoleon. The British infantry knew nothing of its invincibility. And it was methodically shot to pieces as it moved in column towards the thin British line.)

FREE COLLECTIVE BARGAINING AND SOCIALISM

Gormley was a "free collective bargainer", as Scargill also considers himself to be. But Gormley was a wholehearted practitioner of free collective bargaining, while Scargill is only an ideologist of it.

Gormley explains his position thus: 

"I became quite a disciple of John L. Lewis who was President of the American Miners for forty years. His theory was that it wasn't his job to decide the size of the industry, but that it was his job to fight like hell for the best wages and conditions for those who worked in it. I said at the time: 'There's a good deal of sense in what he says, because the fact is we're not able to decide the size of our industry. It's being decided by pressures from outside. We can't say it will be any bigger than other people are allowing it to be. So we should be concentrating on getting the right wages'.

"I took the argument to the NEC. [This was in the early 60s.] Bill Paynter [a member of the Communist Party] was the Secretary, and I told him: 'We must all be out of our sweet minds. Here we are, accepting pence or shillings for our members, simply because we're afraid of pit closures. But we're not stopping any pit closures. We've not even been able to defer many pit closures. Most of them have happened exactly as Alf Robens has planned them'.

"To this day I remember Bill's reply. 'Well, Joe, if we take that line, it means accepting the Board's and the Government's plans for the coal industry'.

"'Bill', I said, 'I don't give a damn what it means accepting, but our job is to fight for a good standard of living for those people who are going to work in the industry'" (J. Gormley, Battered Cherub, 1982, p.62).

In 1975, following the successful national strikes of 1972 and 1974, the NUM won its biggest wage increase ever, "not through any strike or threat of strike, but through what is called 'free collective bargaining’. I put it like that because, although I'm obviously in favour of it, the word 'free' in that context has always amused me. Negotiations never have been free. They never will be. They are always subject to the situation at the time..." (Battered Cherub, p.l62).

The situation at that time was an increased dependence on coal due to vast increases in what was then a monopoly price for oil. Finding himself unexpectedly in a seller's market, Gormley negotiated hard and effectively over the price of mining labour, while restraining his NEC from going over the top.

"At the end of it all, we had brought the miners back to the top of the industrial wages league. We have remained there ever since" (p.l45).

"I was born a Socialist, and I shall die a Socialist", says Gormley. He does not show how keeping the miners at the top of the wages league contributes to the development of socialism. But neither does he streamline the ideology of the market in the way that Scargill did when he was Crown Prince of the NUM in the late seventies.

Scargill developed his views in great detail in various interviews and radio phone-in programmes. The miners lived in a capitalist market. It is impossible to be a socialist in a capitalist market. The miners were in a strong position in the market because of the oil prices. The only rational thing for them to do was to screw every last penny they could out of the market. The society found itself increasingly dependant on coal, and it should be made to pay through the nose for it.

Of course, that is exactly what Gormley did. But Scargill thought that even more could have been got. He thought that because, though he was a very slick operator within the framework of the NUM, he has a very slender grasp of economic and social realities. Gormley continued to deliver the goods during the first two and half years of Thatcher government. But Scargill has delivered nothing at all since he took over in 1982. Gormley said that his aim was that every miner should have a Jaguar for going to work and his wife a Mini for the shopping, and he went a long way towards realising it. Scargill bungled his first round of wage negotiations because all he was interested in was a strike, and he has now brought the bulk of the mining population to an economic condition which it has not known since 1926 .

Gormley believed that socialism could evolve gradually while each trade union fought its own corner to the best of its ability. He had no time for social contracts and suchlike, and he thought that Jack Jones was bad news. Scargill was also opposed to social contracts. But he has no time for Gormley's idea of socialism as a product of long-term social evolution. He has a sharply etched idea of socialism which has far less connection with his sharply etched idea of market trade unionism than Gormley’s vaguer socialist ideal has with his pragmatic trade unionism. The connection depends entirely on "revolution". And Scargill’s notion of revolution is very obscure. He has never set it out systematically. And he is not a member of the CP, the SWP, the WRP or any other party with a systematic programme. He is a sort of maverick common denominator of the ideological left.

STRIKING DIFFERENCES

Gormley brought down the Heath Government. Heath fought an election on the theme of "Who Governs?", the Prime Minister or the NUM. He lost. Gormley maintains that he was pursuing a purely industrial objective, with no political aims. [William] Whitelaw was brought to Whitehall from Stormont to mediate. A virtual settlement was negotiated between Gormley and Whitelaw. Before it could be formalised, this settlement was sabotaged by Harold Wilson for political purposes. Gormley was enraged by this sinister political interference in an industrial dispute. But the dispute was prolonged and the Tory Government fell.

To bring down a sympathetic Tory Government, in a period of full employment, as an unintended by-product of an industrial dispute - that's power. Scargill has been tyring desperately for two and half years to bring down an abrasive Tory Government, in a period of high unemployment, but it refuses to treat him as anything more than a minor irritant.

"It is something of a cliché that any law which doesn't have the support of the majority is a bad law. I think it's probably also true that a national strike which doesn't enjoy similar support, among the population in general, is likely to be an unsuccessful strike" (Gormley, p.94). Gormley secured the support of public opinion for the strikes of 1972 and 1974, by fighting them on issues which could enlist public sympathy, and by putting the case across very effectively. By contrast, Scargill has alienated public opinion by his stark refusal to negotiate from an initial demand which few people regard as reasonable, and by the zombie-like manner in which he replies to all questions with intricate and carefully thought-out formulas. But there is also a very great difference in the social situation as been 1974 and 1984.

MISSING THE TIDE

Trade-union power in Britain reached its zenith in the mid-seventies. It reached a position somewhat similar to that of the aristocracy in the 18th century. Government could only be conducted in consultation with it. There was no other power comparable to it. But it retained the status of a protest movement, which might be socially irresponsible because of its weakness. That state of affairs could not continue. The trade union movement would either have to take on the status of an extra-Parliamentary Constitutional power, or its power would have to diminish. The only other alternative was that effective government would cease to be possible. The British and Irish Communist Organisation was the only organisation which understood what was happening and explained it. Certain elements in the leadership of the Labour Party may have understood it, but they did not explain it. Michael Foot acted as if he understood it, but he is a soft and kind hearted intellectual who could never bring himself to tell home truths to the trade union movement. He legislated in the trade union interest. He hoped the trade unions would know what they should do. But when the trade unions did the opposite, he went along with them.

In 1977 Denis Healey introduced a sort of provisional Budget which was made explicitly conditional on trade unions behaving in a certain way. The Tory opposition sent up a howl of protest about the rights of Parliament being infringed. That wouldn't have mattered if the trade unions had accepted the implied status. But they didn't.

"As I said at the time: 'The way to present a Budget is to present a Budget, not to put conditions on part of it which rely on the goodwill of somebody else'. In the end, the Government is there to govern. That, too, was one of the reasons I was so opposed to the Social Contract. Yes, we went along with it for a couple of years, to help the Labour Government, but it put us in a false position. Our role in society is to look after our members, not run the country." (Gormley, p.l93.) And that was not just Gormley's response. It was the response of the entire trade union leadership, from Scargill and McGahey on the left to Frank Chapple on the right.

The major attempt to alter the status of trade unionism, and to place responsibility where the power lay, was the Bullock Report (1977), which proposed that the workforce should have equal representation with the shareholders on boards of management. It was rejected by the entire spectrum of trade unionism, with a few individual exceptions. It was declared to be the business of management to manage, and the workers should be left free to oppose management.

Now, if it is the business of Government to govern, and of management to manage; if trade unions must be free to oppose all governments, breaking any laws which displease them, and to oppose all management decisions; and if the power of the trade unions is such that Government cannot govern and management cannot manage - what then? Gormley was aware of the dilemma, and he was willing to exercise some restraint so that Government could just barely govern and management could just barely manage. But few other union leaders were capable of this kind of brinkmanship.

If the Tory Government fell as an unintended by-product of the miners' strike in 1974, the Labour Government fell in 1979 because it was deliberately challenged by trade union power. And this Government, which fell because of the "winter of discontent", consisting of Callaghan, Foot, Benn and Shirley Williams (who tried to obliterate private education, and who appeared on the Grunwick picket line while a Minister), was the most simple-mindedly pro-trade union government that ever held office in Britain.

British society is intolerant of dilemmas. It has not evolved for three hundred years by being paralysed by logical contradictions. The trade unions could have made the conduct of government possible by taking up a sort of extra-Parliamentary hegemonic political status. When they refused this status, and exerted their massive power purely as an opposition force, it became necessary that this de facto influence should be cut down so that government might be resumed without it. The trade unions, having destroyed Heath and Callaghan, made Thatcher possible. Thatcher has been elected twice for the purpose of diminishing the political influence of a powerful trade union movement which refused to assume political responsibility. A substantial body of the working class voted for her for this purpose, even though there were three million unemployed at the last election. And under her influence, managements have regained the power to manage.

The refusal of the Labour movement to move decisively into the position of a ruling class in the seventies is having catastrophic effects on it in the eighties. It is like a horse whose nerve has gone because it refused a fence.

ERRATIC BEHAVIOUR  

"I believe it's very important that the TUC should not be seen to be in the pocket of a Labour Government." (Gormley, p.l93). But on the other hand: "By 1967, 1 was getting extremely worried about the way the Trade Union Movement was losing control of the Labour Party. After all, the unions set up the Party in order to give themselves a voice for their aspirations in the House of Commons. And...we were, and are, the paymasters of the Party, and in many ways its custodians. So far as I was concerned, the unions had to be in control of the Party" (p.71; the 1967 issue was Barbara Castle's proposed Bill to bring the trade unions within the law: "In Place Of Strife". The Bill was scotched under trade union pressure, which was represented within the Cabinet by Callaghan.)

Those two statements by Gormley are in contradiction. If the trade unions control the Party, then they must be responsible for the actions of a Labour Government. They can hardly oppose the policies of a party which they control. The two are one, and you can describe the relationship as the trade unions being in the Government's pocket or as the Government being in the trade unions' pocket. And trade union leaders all know very well that it is much easier to criticise a Labour government than to operate one.

The trade unions were able to have it both ways through the device of making the Parliamentary Party autonomous. If they could agree on a policy they could easily make it Party policy. If it was implementable they could make sure that it was implemented. And if it was not implementable, they could lay the blame for failure to implement it on the timidity or subservience of the Party leader who was elected by the PLP.

Gormley understood all of this, and therefore he opposed any change in the method of electing the leader. But trade union instincts had been eroded by ideology, and in 1980 the trade unions took to themselves the major say in the election of the Party leader, who would be Prime Minister in the case of a general election being won. This change, combined with the adoption of mandatory re-selection of candidates, means that the distinction between Government and trade unions will not be sustainable with regard to a future Labour Government. The PLP now has only a 30% say in the choice of leader, so it is no longer serviceable as a scapegoat. And the same failure of instinct which caused the unions to assume direct control of the Party, also caused them to fight last year's election with policies which were widely considered to be utterly foolish. Thatcher got her second term because a large body of working class opinion decided that the Labour Party had become unfit to govern.

MANAGEMENT RESTORED

"I was pretty sceptical of the Bullock Report, and the idea of workers being involved in management... How, for instance, could I honestly sit down as a member of the Coal Board? But workers' participation.. .is quite a different matter...

"When I was a young man, it was easy to be led to believe that the working class starts and finishes at a certain level, and then came the middle class and the intelligentsia and so on. And it may still be very easy for people in the capitalist part of the economy... But now that the mines are part of a nationalised industry, I look around me and ask 'Where does it start and where does it finish?'

"For me Derek Ezra is a worker. Coal Board managers are workers. I didn't stop being a worker when I first became a union official... But that still doesn't mean that one should ignore the distinction between workers, or whatever you call them, and management. They are different roles, and it's just as important, if not more so, that managers should manage, and manage efficiently , as for the man at the coal face to extract the last possible lump of coal." (Gormley, p205).

Gormley worked in the mines under the old mine-owners, so he sees the difference, and values it. Scargill didn't work in the private mines, and he cultivates an attitude towards the Coal Board which obliterates the distinction between it and the mine-owners. Denis Skinner, MP, a worker who has blossomed into an entertaining caricature of the proletariat, rejoices in the fact that, whereas the miners had to buy their own implements under the mine-owners, and these rotted away during the 1926 strike, it is the property of the Coal Board which is rotting away down the mines now. To the Scargill/Skinner outlook, the Coal Board is a sort of gullible capitalist, with unlimited funds, whom it is easy to beat.

For over thirty years there have been close relations between the Coal Board and the NUM. Both the Board and the Union are the products of nationalisation. The Union pre-dates the Board by a couple of years, but both developed within the movement organised and dominated by Ernest Bevin, which transformed British society after 1945. They ran the industry jointly, and they engaged in conflict only over wages. And, short of allowing the Union to decide wage rates unilaterally, that conflict was unavoidable.

Benn offered Gormley the Chairmanship of the Coal Board in 1976. Gormley saw no advantage to the miners in his becoming Chairman, so he asked that Derek Ezra's contract be renewed. He thereby deprived Scargill of an unimaginable ecstasy - a strike against Gormley would have caused his cup of happiness to overflow.

It was a stroke of genius on Thatcher's part to bring in MacGregor. Seeing that Scargill was intent on treating the NCB as if it were a confederation of the old mine-owners, this move provided him with a credibly capitalist Chairman of the Board. Derek Ezra would never have done for the part. Thatcher was determined that in future disputes within nationalised industries would not be direct disputes between union and Government, as they had been in the past, therefore she appointed a Chairman who had the stature to function as a managerial opposition to Scargill.

The appointment of McGregor has been widely condemned as a mischievous provocation. But it is only the working out of the trade union decision to shoot down the Bullock proposals on the ground that "it is the business of management to manage".

THE STRIKE

A major strike can either be an industrial strike on a sound economic issue or it can be a political strike on some issue of general interest to the trade union movement - even if it is only breaking a wages freeze. Scargill's strike is neither. It falls between every stool there is. Its only demand is that no economic consideration be applied to the mining industry. And he has demonstrated that this is not an initial bargaining programme - but his final demand. (And, as we go to print, Scargill has declared that an end to pit closures for economic reasons would not now be sufficient to end the strike: there would have to be a four day week, a 20% wage increase and early retirement as well.)

Scargill's position in the seventies was that the miners were in a very strong position in the market, due to a sudden increase in demand for coal, and that they should let no political considerations deter them from exploiting their economic position to the full. His position today is the opposite of that. The demand for coal has slackened, so he demands that no heed whatever should be taken of the market, that grossly uneconomic pits should remain in production regardless of cost, and that total coal output should be expanded regardless of market demand. Since the coal industry is being treated much more favourably than any other industry, the demand that it should be completely exempted from economic criteria is not seen as a reasonable demand even by the miners themselves. That is why Scargill has been afraid to ballot his members. The Areas which have held ballots have all voted against a strike.

The one issue which enlisted some public sympathy is the effect of pit closures on small, close-knit communities. Scargill might have got public opinion on his side if he had singled out this as the basic issue, and subordinated the rest of his programme to it. That would have harmonised with the view that coal should be treasured as a national resource. A case could certainly be made for working these uneconomic pits, which are the economic basis of communities, to the point of exhaustion, and not letting the coal in them go to waste. The reduced demand for coal could be met from existing pits, at an acceptable social cost, if no new pits were opened for the time being. But no case can be made for preserving very unproductive pits on the one hand while opening up new and very highly productive pits (at a high capital cost) on the other. And such a policy knocks the bottom out of the national resource argument, since it involves producing coal in ever-increasing quantities, regardless of need as well as of cost.

For many years now industries have been closing down all over Britain, and workers have been losing their jobs. Striking miners who appear on the media find it impossible not to talk as if the issue was job losses. This is not because they are deceptive, but because their position is novel. They are guaranteed against job losses. The only job losses will be voluntary redundancies on better terms than are given in other industries. At the beginning of the strike Scargill maintained that the NCB intended to inaugurate compulsory redundancies. Whether or not that is true, it could not be made an issue in a strike called before it became NCB policy. The NCB position is that the jobs of all miners who do not wish for redundancy are guaranteed. The only job-losses are those of the children of miners who go for voluntary redundancy - and in the present economic situation that appears as an airy-fairy sort of job loss.

*

"...the NUM is really a national federation. Each Area, for instance, has quite considerable funds of its own, and in all Areas the contributions which members make to Area funds are in fact larger than they make to the national fund" (Gormley, p.51). A number of mining unions came together in 1945 to form the NUM, but within the NUM they retained many regional practices and traditions. The national ballot has been a condition of existence of the NUM, as rigorous observance of the Constitution has of the United States. It has nothing to do with recent legislation on union ballots.

Scargill failed to get support for a strike in two national ballots. He therefore tried to get a national strike by devious means. Areas in which the Area Executives supported him called local strikes without a ballot, and then tried to picket out the other Areas. Some of those other Areas held local ballots, in which the vote went against a strike. And some of the Areas which voted against a strike observed the pickets, while others were infuriated by the attempt to use pickets to subvert the democracy of the union, and they disregarded the pickets sent in from other areas as a matter of principle. Scargill responded by sending in massive pickets to physically prevent the "blacklegs" from going to work. Then the police were sent in to prevent pitched battles between the working miners and the massed pickets.

*

Scargill, of course, denounced the application of the law in industrial relations. He has conveniently forgotten that it was he, as the slick whizz-kid of the trade union movement in the seventies, who first tried to bring about legal interference in the affairs of the NUM. He tried repeatedly over a number of years to get a legal injunction to prevent the Executive negotiating an incentive scheme in furtherance of a Conference decision. Here is Gormley's account of the first attempt, in 1974, at a Special Conference:

"That Conference...was one of the mast vitriolic meetings I can remember. It began with Arthur Scargill trying to raise procedural points... I told him that, under our Rules, he couldn't raise them. He then said that he had taken legal advice - which made me bloody angry. As I said: 'You have to have all the Rules or not, and if this Union ever gets into the position when you have to go to law to decide how we are going to run our own damn Union, then we have no right to question the authority of the Government to introduce legal matters affecting the Union... We have been running this Union over the years not as a legal ruling but by custom and practice'" (p.l49) .

Scargill set the precedent, and has no legitimate grounds for complaint when the Nottingham miners go to court to prevent him from blackguarding them.

Having failed to bring out the whole of his own Union by devious means, Scargill tried to strengthen his hand by causing general economic mayhem through use of mass picketing. His biggest operation was the attempt to stop the steel industry regardless of the fact that it would have caused a loss of jobs in steel. He failed, but the fact that the attempt was made has altered the industrial landscape.

The deep fund of goodwill which has existed towards the miners, and which has certainly been of some use to them, has not just resulted from the unpleasantness of the job. There has also been a residual feeling of guilt over 1926, when the miners were left unsupported for eight or nine months after the General Strike, and then had to crawl back on humiliating terms. Scargill's handling of the NUM this year has undoubtedly cancelled out those feelings. Henceforward the NUM will be just another Union.

The battle for elementary rights was won long ago in the British mining industry. The strike is a complex affair which has been hopelessly mishandled by a leader who is trying to be revolutionary. And it occurs in a social situation whose main features result from the refusal of a powerful Labour movement to take a decisive step forward into political and economic hegemony in the 1970s.

Pamphlet published in September 1984 from an article in The Irish Communist, April 1984.
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