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Communist Party influence on strike waves: a case study of the
UK from 1970-1985

[UK] Roger Seifert

This paper traces the influence of CP activists and leaders on British trade union
political and industrial strategy during the critical y ears from 1970 to 1985. The importance
of this period was that it saw a shift in hegemonic domination away from a broad ruling class
consensus that working class organisations should be used to deliver some prosperity and
security to the masses through the mixed economy of Keynesian welfare redistribution. That
was then challenged in the 1970s and ended with the election of Thatcher in the UK and
Reagan in the USA in 1980 in what was memorable phrased by Hobsbawm as the ‘forward
march of labour halted’.

It was replaced by the reborn paradigm of partial neo-liberalism tied to aggressive
foreign policy through military invasion, and linked with a market rhetoric that restored the
intellectual and to some extent the moral authority of the ruling elites. At the same time the
relative position of most workers declined in economic and social terms just as their political
voice was increasingly unheard.

So both the centre of class struggle and the balance of class forces shifted in the 1970s,
and it was mainly (although not exclusively) communists that recognised the dangers within
the debates and actions and sought to fight to maintain the broadly progressive order. In the
UK this meant fighting with and through those organisations most open to communist
influence and class struggle, namely trade unions.

A central figure in this was Bert Ramelson, the industrial organiser of the CP, and he
and his colleagues created a line of argument and a group of cadres that enabled the CP to
wield substantial influence in union policy-making, especially over the link between the
industrial and the political struggle. So there were famous disputes in 1969 of schoolteachers;
in 1971 against Conservative legislation in the shape of the Industrial Relations Act; in 1972
in the coalmines, docks, railways and in engineering; in through to the strike wave of the late
1970s known as the Winter of Discontent with action in the car industry, road haulage, and
most of the public sector. This was followed by electoral success for the neo-cons as further
strikes sought to stave off the policy implementation of the new right. In the UK there were
strikes by nurses, local government workers, and most famous of all coalminers in 1984/5.

In the end strikers were largely defeated, communist influence receded, and the balance
tipped against the forces of the progressive left with falling union membership, the rise of

New Labour, and the end of the welfare consensus.
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This study, therefore, illustrates the potential importance of strongly held political views
rooted in a Marxist tradition and applied practically to the material world faced. Acute
observation, clear lines of analysis, broadly based policies, and organisational robustness,
can challenge and change the dominance of the ruling elite. That is why they are so brutal in
anti-communist repression. The lessons from this period of intellectual, ideological and class
struggle show that the British state has re-invented itself as both repressive abroad and
oppressive at home, and that that shift was mainly opposed at the time by the leading role of
the communist party.
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