Everywhere
and Nowhere

In 1926 the Trades Unicn Congress called a General Strike in
support of a million miners facing huge pay cuts. Over two million

Everywhere and Nowhere

workers joined the strike. Famously the TUC's General Council
called the Strike off nine days later, having won nothing, afraid
that the strike would spiral out of control.
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down to the

locally?

This pamphlet relates brief accounts of some of the local events of

But was the defeat of the General Strike really
leaders' betrayal? Or was it more prosaically sabotaged at a more

bagsic level - through the union structures organising the Htrike

towards an account of
THE 1926 GENERAL STRIKE

the 1926 General Strike in different areas of London, and examines
myths and reality in 1926, as a step towards both a fuller nooount
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IN LONDON

of London's part in this cataclysmic struggle.
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THE GENERAL STRIKE: MYTH AND
FACT

“Ithe General Strike]... is a revolution that is Everywhere, and Nowhere...” (Fernand
Pelloutier).

1926: A BRIEF OVERVIEW

In May 1926 2 million workers joined the only General Strike Britain has
ever seen. It lasted nine days, before being called off by the people who
had called it — the General Council of the Trades Union Congress.

The TUC leadership had unwillingly called the Strike, in support of a mil-
lion miners who had been locked out of the pits until they accepted drastic
wage cuts. The General Council had been forced into action by the over-
whelming class feeling of the members of the unions, who both strongly
supported the miners and believed a General Strike to be in their own inter-
ests in the face of an economic assault from the bosses and the government.

The Strike was in most cases rock solid: increasing numbers of workers
were walking out, and towards its end it was spreading into other industries
not officially on strike. But the government was very well prepared, having
planned in advance - ensuring the amassing of coal stocks to make sure the
miners could be defeated and industry could keep going, recruiting volun-
teer strike-breakers ahead of time, and setting up networks to organise
nationally and locally.

On the ground, the strike was organized in each town or borough by Trades
councils, local committees of trade union branches, some of which formed
local Councils of Action to specifically co-ordinate activity, picketing etc.
Through mass picketing, and refusal to cross picket lines, in many areas
the Strike Committees gained total control of transport (trams, tubes etc in
I.ondon), and shut down many industries. In some places they were issuing
permits to travel or open to bosses. Local Strike Bulletins, and a national
daily paper, the British Worker, attempted to keep information flowing to
strikers and supporters. Although unions attempted to maintain order, there
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were regular clashes with the police, who were busy trying to protect scabs
attempting to run public transport and break the strike 1n other industries...

But, afraid of the possibilities of workers escaping their control, and class
warfare overflowing their very limited aims, the TUC bureaucrats tried hard
to avoid the Strike, attempted to hamstring strikers on the ground from any
autonomous action, negotiated throughout with the government and finally
called the strike off, claiming they'd gained concessions, even though none
had been won.

Although 100,000 more workers came out on the day following the ending
of the Strike than had previously been called out, very quickly most work-
ers returned to work, facing worsening pay and conditions from employers
made bold by the defeat — and leaving the miners to fight alone for six
months until they were forced to give in and accept wage reductions.

This sellout did leave a powerful legacy of bitterness. At the time, and ever
since, the TUC leadership have been blamed for betraying the General
Strike, and the miners.

MYTH AND REALITY IN THE NINE DAYS

Since 1926 the events of the General Strike have become part of the mytho-
logical catechism of the working class movement. The events of the nine
days have been held up as an example to illustrate many lessons we are
supposed to learn.

The following discusses some of the myths — and some of the realities.
We ' re thinking, maybe some of the lessons we need to learn are slightly
different to the ones the orthodox left traditions have maintained over the
last 87 years...

First of all, the myth of 1926 as a great climax of the class struggle.

1926 was not the climax of industrial militancy, but actually a last ditch
action, the end of the wave of militancy that had begun during World War 1
and escalated in the immediate post-War years. 1919 and 1920 had both
seen stronger strike waves and more dangerous moments of crisis for the
ruling classes. In 1919 the government had in fact told TUC leaders that
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strikes had them at their mercy, but had correctly guessed that TUC leaders
would back down as they weren’t prepared to take power. It was never their
aim.

Strikes had been declining in number and effect since 1920; despite
grandiose statements of alliance by the unions, the wave of industrial mili-
tancy was in many ways faltering. There’s no doubt that the fact that over
two million people were prepared to go on indefinite strike in support of
the miners was a magnificent display of solidarity and fellow feeling; and
that many clearly saw that standing by one group of workers was fighting
in defence of all. But it was always a defensive strike; in contrast with
some of the syndicalist struggles before World War 1, or even some of the
events of 1919, it had little sense that it could break its bounds and expand.

The General Council sold out the strike.

This is hardly disputable. It should have been hardly surprising though —
the same union leaders had been doing the same for years, (and particularly
in the potentially far more dangerous years of 1919 and 1920) - stitching up
workers and capitulating to employers. The TUC leaders were more afraid
of the workers than of the boss class, they said so, to quote J.R. Clynes of
the General and Municipal Workers union: “I am not in fear of the capital-
ist class. The only class I fear is our own.” The bureaucrats inevitably
became divorced from the day to day struggles of their members, and
became closer to the boss class they dealt with.

During the Strike, the TUC did try to shut down autonomy, preventing
mass meetings, banning local strike propaganda, and restricting the 1ssuing
of permits... =

Was the lack of TUC preparedness, their refusal to plan for the strike, a
deliberate tactic? Or just dithering and indecision? The TUC General
Council (GC)’s strategy seemed to be based on nothing apart from a deter-
mination not to let strikers run things themselves.

Their other masterplan consisted of a ludicrous decision to divide workers
into a front line (transport workers, printers, dockers, builders, iron and
steel & chemical workers), to come out on strike immediately on May 3rd,
and a reserve, to be called out later (including engineers, and shipyard
workers). This left workers in many areas very isolated, where the ‘front
line’ were in a minority.

In many area workers ignored this directive, or tried to: many walked out
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on their own initiative; some were persuaded back to work by the Trades

Councils, or their own unions. As the TUC’s daily strike paper, the British
Worker put it: “the biggest trouble is to keep men in [ie at work] who are
not involved.”

Also the GC’s instructions were very confusing, so many workers, for
instance municipal employees, were left not knowing if they were to strike
or not. Most notoriously, workers at one Lewisham factory walked out
three times, and were ordered to go back by their union, three times, in nine
days. Power workers were supposed to supply light but not power — practi-
cally impossible; as a result, where electric workers came out completely,
they were sent back to work. This issue was still undecided at the end of
the strike. Many electricians walked out or cut otf all power on their own
bat. Postal, telegraph and telephone workers were never called out, which
left communications intact — a crucial mistake.

If all workers had been called out, it would have had a bigger impact; also

froops on the streets ...
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