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editorial

Welcome to issue 224 of Black Flag. You will find the usual mix of articles, interviews and
reviews. Whether it is on the Zapatista’s or the Miner’s strike, we hope you will find
something of interest. We also have interviews with anarchists from Argentina, Ireland and
South Africa. May Day saw our Irish comrades at the end of a particularly mad anti-anarchist
media onslaught. We found out what they had been up to. We have also included a lengthy
interview with comrades from South Africa, people who don’t get much coverage in the
Western anarchist press. We also have a longer than usual reviews section, the bulk of which
is a review and critique of the Scottish Socialist Party’s libertarian-sounding social democratic
1deas.
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Now the bad news. This is (possibly?/probably?) the last one for a while. This 1s not due to
lack of people interested in buying it. Far from 1t. The magazine 1s still as popular as 1t used to
be. The sad fact i1s that unless more people get involved this 1ssue of Black Flag will be the
last. This should come as no surprise. The last few 1ssues have asked people to get involved,
with no avail. We had hoped that seeing these appeals for help and the fact that our plans to
go back to quarterly have not materialised would have made some people think about helping
out but no volunteers have come forward.

Obviously, we don’t want to do this as we all think that Black Flag is a good resource for the
movement. However, if we are simply producing another commodity which is passively
consumed by others then it seems pointless. Particularly as the members of the collective
have pressing personal commitments which make it difficult to give the magazine the time 1t
deserves, especially if we want it to be more than annual as 1t is now.

So here 1s the situation. Unless you get involved then 1t simply will not happen. An anarchist
magazine can survive only if the wider movement takes an active interest in 1t. The movement

For a social system in the UK i1s not as healthy as in some countries, but surely it is big and active enough to
based on mutual aid and support a magazine like Black Flag? Now that Freedom has become an anarchist paper again,
voluntary co-operation; it would make sense to complement it with a quarterly magazine which contains longer, more in

against state control and depth, articles and analysis that Freedom cannot handle.
all forms of government So it makes sense to keep Black Flag going. It can potentially be a resource which can be

and economic used by anarchists to discuss ideas and issues in more depth and it has a reputation for

repression. To establish quality that many other anarchists journals envy. That a quarterly magazine which

a share in the general complements a fortnightly newspaper would be a massive boost to the British anarchist

prosperity for all - the movement goes without saying. It would show a serious movement aiming to change the

breaking down of racial, world rather than just moaning about it in the pub.

r eﬁgiou”t: national and [f this appeals, what can you do to help? We are looking for people who can commit to

Sex barriers = and to handling distribution, finances, editing, replying to mail, and/or writing. So as well as

fight for the life of one producing copy we need people to help with the administrative side of the magazine. As far as

world. writing goes, we don’t need essays or long articles (although these are always welcome, they
can be daunting for new writers). We need reports on demos, actions and events as well as

Black Flag, reviews of books, cds, dvds and so on. Currently, the editorial meetings are geographically

BM Hurricane based in and around London. However, if you have email you can get involved. If you want to

| ondon help, we will find a way to include you.

WCI1N 3XX Will Black Flag continue? Ultimately, it 1s up to you.
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A Year Of Our Lives

20 years since the great coal strike of 1984/85

David Douglass

This year marks the 20th
anniversary of the 1984/85
miners strike, arguably the
most important working class
struggle of the twentieth
century. Some have seen the
miners strike of 1926 and the
subsequent general strike as
a greater potential
revolutionary movement. I
wouldn’t argue with that, for
a brief period the state and
the misleaders of the Trade
Union movement held their
breath, while the tanks were
mobilised on the streets and
the military took up position
while workers followed the
call for class solidarity. But
the moment was short lived,
In its revolutionary potential
anyway, for the miners it was
to last 9 bitter, betrayal and
starvation filled months.

The 84/85 movement,
however, posed a far greater
physical challenge to the
Guardians of law and order,
in terms of confrontation and
mass movement of workers
taking to the streets to
challenge control by the
state. In terms of rank and
file control (at least initially)
and involvement of the
whole community, the
offensive by the women of
the coalfields and sometimes
the children, establishment
of miners support groups
across industry and the
labour movement, the world
wide mobilisation of
solidarity support and
sometimes action, 84 was far
more an actual movement,
politicising vast numbers of
people, both within and
without the pit communities.
(Of course 26 had its
moments, derailing the
Flying Scotsman, was
unmatched by anything we
pulled off in 84 for example).

The pit communities were

‘closed’ communities in the
sense that, mining isn’t a
trade you just come to out of
the blue. It is a profession
passed on father to son, in
many cases for generations

(women and little girls had

worked in some coalfields,
but by the 1840s were

prevented by legislation

from underground labour,

pit brow women continued
into the 1960s) . It carries
with it, its own culture, its
own view of history and how
that has impacted upon the
mining communities. When

miners spoke on public

platforms during the strike,

of ‘the struggle of our
fathers and grandfathers’
most academics assumed
they were talking
figuratively, but they

broke its back on the miners
strike, and twelve years since
they had wrecked his
incomes policy. So the
miners and their families
entered this struggle well
aware of the scale of the
challenge being mounted.
Although some had taken
some convincing at first, by
March 84 few were unaware
that Thatcher was moving
in to smash the social
power of the miners by
breaking their union in an
all or nothing
confrontation.

Almost universally the ‘left’
has cited the decentralised
nature of the NUM as a
weakness. This is a strange

By o view indeed, without the

T =~ Miners areas, the strike in
s the form it was launched
L8 could never have
¢ M happened. Behind the view

1s a notion that some how
the miners could simply be
ordered out on strike by a
national leadership running
a national union. They
would never have worn
that, which is in part why

M the old Area structure and

" o W™ strong branch autonomies

w4 remained.

Ever since Thatcher was

L clected it was clear her

weren’t, they were talking
actually, about the impact
and perceptions of struggles
which had gone before. The
effect of this, was to ensure
mining communities were
already highly politicised,
with deep class perspectives
and socialist traditions. It
had been scarce ten years
earlier the Heath government

whole strategy at home
would depend on being
able to heavily defeat the
unions. Most had
responded to this
perspective by staying out
of sight and hoping she
wouldn’t notice them, with
the miners she and her party
strategists had long planned
to take them on as a prelude
to her whole social and
economic programme; the
miners had to be fought and
defeated (most will perhaps
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be aware of the Myron Plan
and Ridley Commission,
strategies drawn up
following the defeat of Heath
to take on and defeat the
miners in the future, using
scab drivers, mass policing,
an anti strike movement and
support for a nuclear
alternative). A steady game
of chess had been stalking
the board for three years
prior to the outbreak of the
strike. The union leadership
had been trying to forge a
strategy which would take
the miners as a united
national body into conflict
with this government, on our

terms, but it had failed. Failed

because although the miners
were a militant bunch, and
would fight on wages and
conditions when they felt
particularly aggrieved, they
had never really been too
arsed about fighting pit
closures. Hundreds had
closed over the preceding
twenty years, the failure to
fight this was only partially
due to the collaboration of
NUM
leaders, the
other was
down to the
ambivalent
attitude of
the miners to
pit work.

We didn’t
actually like
the pit, we
didn’t
actually like
working on
god awful
shifts, in
crippling
dust and
heat in
cramped and
wet
conditions.
True we
were all
proud to be miners, but that
didn’t mean we liked working
down the mine! So fighting
for jobs, especially these jobs

was never going to be a
catchy slogan. Arthur had
disastrously tried to link the
question of pit closures to
pay rises together on a
single ballot paper, in the
hope that the desire for the
latter would deliver up a
mandate on the former. The
members were furious and
felt they were being conned,
and the strategy backfired.
The NCB for 1ts part was also
wrong footed, for a start they
were not sure what the aim of
a showdown was about.
Most senior managers would
agree the union was too
strong and needed its wings
clipping in a showdown,
many would agree there was
surplus capacity in the
industry and it required fine
tuning, perhaps a little
surgery. Few on the NCB
side would agree to any
perspective of decimating
the industry or stomping the
union out of existence, the
bulk of them had come up
through the ranks, and
themselves were

generational pit folk, albeit
‘on the other side’.

What the bosses of the Coal

Board hadn’t realised was

14

that this whole strategy was
aimed at destroying the NCB
as an organisation, and with
it, most of them. For a time it
looked as though, the NCB
would concentrate on taking
out ‘capacity’ (shutting pits)
in areas were they figured
they could get away with it,
Durham, Northumberland,
Scotland, Wales. Rank and
file efforts to generate a
major fight back on closures
in these areas failed to move,
with great residual
bitterness. Polmaise in
Scotland, Bear Park in
Durham, Lewis Merthyr in
South Wales all had tried to
demonstrate the need for
solidarity action and a
national stand. At Lewis
Merthyr pickets had started
to be deployed around the
country. At Hatfield Main in
Doncaster the Women'’s
Support Group was founded
to lobby for support for
strike action for Lewis
Merthyr and the branch
voted to strike. The
Doncaster panel was calling

for strikes in the entire
Doncaster coalfield in
support, but other parts of
Yorkshire were hostile. The
South Wales Area came out

en-mass and the strike was
endorsed under rule 41 by
the National Executive
Committee, the way was
open for South Wales to
then picket out and call for
support from the other areas.
However the demand for a
national ballot was acceded
to and following the usual
press propaganda war,
warning of hell fire, and
murder, the vote was lost by
61%. The NCB could
continue 1ts selective
surgery without
confrontation.

That was not the strategy
however, and under
Thatcher’s orders,
MacGreggor was called in
because Thatcher didn’t
trust the NCB chiefs to do
the scale of closure and
conduct the fight to the
finish with the NUM. The US
imported undertaker threw
down the gauntlet in
Yorkshire, Cortonwood
would close in days, what
are you going to do about 1t?
The Yorkshire miners as a
s, Whole had
- &4 been very
reluctant
. to fight for
.| miners
~ elsewhere,
it must be
. said, but
.. now the
:. challenge
_ was at
! home, and
F.a™% it was clear
e this was a
W ficht,
LT initially
ol yes for
Yaidp % 50,000 jobs
>3 and 50
- pits, but
+  also
whether or
not the
remaining

miners would have any
backbone, what sort of
regime would remain for the

survivors and would we



