






REFLECTIONS
ON THE 1980S

MINERS’ 
STRIKE

Twenty-five years after the
miners’ strike ended, CWU
national equality officer
Linda Roy explains how it
affected her home town of
Featherstone and acted as
a catalyst for women to
become more active in
community, trade union
and political life



to donate fruit, vegetables,
meat and tinned food. We
organised appeals and events
to enable miners’ families to
have Christmas presents. 

Women Against Pit
Closures (WAPC) was
formed, and we joined the
picket lines. Anne Scargill,
Betty Heathfield, Brenda
Nixon and other activists
travelled across the country,
and abroad, to speak at
meetings.  

WAPC organised a
conference and rally in
London, attended by more
than 20,000 women. A
petition, which protested at
the pit closures, was handed
to the Queen.

Catalyst for female
activism
For many women their
experiences during the strike
proved to be a catalyst for
becoming active in politics,
trade unions and education.
Shortly afterwards, I started
part-time work behind my
local post office counter. I got
involved in the Union Postal
Workers, and joined the
Labour Party, eventually
becoming a town councillor
and mayor of Featherstone. 

Twenty-five years later,
memories of the year-long
strike linger on. It was the
best of times and it was the
worst of times. It was a time
when women gained
confidence through the
experience of organising
collectively. We argued the
case for the dispute and
identified the struggle as ours
not just our fathers’,
husbands’ or boyfriends’. 

Above all we stood and
fought together to save jobs,
an industry and our
communities.

M
y home town of
Featherstone,
West Yorkshire,
is a close-knit
community that

once relied on mining as a
major source of employment.
My father-in-law was a miner
as were other members of my
family, and the majority of 
the males I went to school
with ended up in the coal
mining industry. Many
worked at the local mine, and
until 1985 they thought they
had a job for life.  

The strike started on March
12, 1984, in response to
Margaret Thatcher’s Tory
government proposing to
close 20 “uneconomic” pits
with the loss of 20,000 jobs.
As a trickle back to work
turned into a flood, the
National Union of
Mineworkers (NUM) voted
for an organised return to
work on March 3, 1985.  

Tears and tunes
When Featherstone’s miners
returned to work, the whole
town lined the streets. Tears
rolled down my cheeks as I
watched proud men
marching back to work. The
pit’s brass band played a
rousing yet dignified
marching tune. It was a
moving and memorable day.

A couple of months later,
the pit closed. Since then, the
industry – and the NUM – has
been decimated.

Women’s organisations
played a crucial role during
the dispute. Faced with severe
financial hardship we
organised soup kitchens,
distributed food parcels and
raised money. In Featherstone
we held street collections and
stood outside shops and
supermarkets asking shoppers
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Written by Mal Finch in 1984,
this song became the anthem
of Women Against Pit Closures

Chorus:
We are women we are strong
We are fighting for our lives
Side by side with our men
Who work the nation’s mines
United by the struggle
United by the past
And it’s here we go, here we go
For the women of the working
class

We don’t need government
approval
For anything we do
We don’t need their permission
To have a point of view
We don’t need anyone to tell us
What to think or say
We’ve strength enough and
wisdom of our own
To go our own way

(Chorus)

They talk about statistics
About the price of coal
The cost is our communities
Dying on the dole
In fighting for a future
We find ways to organise
Where women’s liberation
failed to move
This strike has mobilised

(Chorus)

Ours is a unity that threats 
can never breach
Ours an education book and
schools could never teach
We faced the taunts and
violence
Of Thatcher’s thugs in blue
But when you’re fighting for
survival you’ve nothing
Nothing left to lose 

(Chorus)

Left:
Twenty pits
were proposed
to be closed in
1984, with the
loss of 20,000
jobs

Here we go 
(for the women of the
working class)
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I
t seems the debate about
reserved seats for
women has started in
earnest. Speaking at a
fringe meeting at CWU

Annual Conference –
discussing the status of
women in the organisation –
I noted a number of
interesting contributions and,
in my view, the debate is a
very welcome development. 

Given the debate has
started, I think it’s important
for women in the CWU to
start to prepare the case and
dismantle some of the
arguments that will
inevitably be used against
reserved seats.

Mixed electoral results
I have always viewed with
some suspicion our sudden
pre-occupation with the
notion of 'best person for the
job' as soon as the subject of
reserved seats for women is
broached. To object to
reserved seats for women on
the grounds that such a
system may not produce the
best person for the job, is to
pre-suppose our current
electoral system does –
something which is
manifestly not the case.

I am sure we can all bring
to mind a great number of
people, elected over the years

under our current system, that
have not been the best people
for the job. Our electoral
system always has, and still
does, produce a distinctly
mixed bag of results.

There is no electoral system
which produces the best
person for the job. People are
elected to positions for a
variety of reasons. Some
candidates are elected out of
political expedience, some are
compromise candidates
elected due to being the least
objectionable, some
candidates are elected as a
result of being well-connected,
some people are elected to
senior positions to get them
out of the branch (where it is
hoped they will do less
damage), others as a result of
horse trading and,
occasionally, someone will
sneak through who actually
happens to be the best person
for the job. 

Equally useful or useless
To oppose reserved seats for
women on the grounds that it
may deliver some talentless
women is a poor excuse, not
to mention a double standard.
It is probably fair to say that
talentless men and women
exist in equal numbers and we
might reasonably expect the
damage done by a useless

woman to be roughly
commensurate with that of
her male counterpart. While
not wishing to embrace the
idea of useless female
candidates, having elected
useless men with such
alarming frequency and
regularity over the years, it is
simply not rational to fear
useless women more. It is also
important to acknowledge
that suddenly insisting our
candidates be the best person
for the job is a new and radical
idea; it is not existing policy. 

Progress of sorts
The importance of
remembering how far we
have come is often stressed in

Maeve Kennedy argues that women can’t afford 
to be patient when it comes to equality and that it is
up to CWU women to argue for reserved seats to 
kick-start debate and promote proportionality

Right: A woman's
place is in her
union? Fringe
meeting, L-R: Billy
Hayes, general
secretary, Linda
Roy, equal
opportunities
officer, Grace
Mitchell, assistant
secretary, Pat
Clouder, Maeve
Kennedy

RESERVED SEATS
FOR WOMEN?

Celebrating the fact
that we are less under-
represented, while still
being under-represented
smacks horribly of a
plea for patience�

�
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relation to the under-
representation of women in
the union. I think it is
interesting to see how far we
have come; whether it is
important, I’m not so sure.  

Celebrating the fact 
that we are less under-
represented, while still being
under-represented smacks
horribly of a plea for
patience. Patience is the
enemy of the equality
agenda. I do not believe
anyone should have to wait
for something they are
entitled to now and I
struggle to bring to mind an
example of something
having changed, particularly
equality-wise, as a direct

result of people waiting. I
also struggle to bring to
mind any advance in the
equality agenda that was
not legislated for. Women
have been too patient for too
long and bearing in mind
proportionality is a means 
to an end, not an end in
itself; we should not be
prepared to wait.

Old boys’ network
I do not believe we can
afford to wait for our
current electoral system to
change. We cannot rely on
the same system that has
delivered generation after
generation of middle aged
men to positions; to deliver

great numbers of any other
type of person. Elites are
self-perpetuating. The old
boys’ network will not
deliver proportionality for
women.

Finally, if we want
proportionality in terms of
female representation, we
will have to start preparing
our case, having the debate
and winning the arguments:
now. We cannot hope to
simply submit the right
motion to the right
conference and get what we
want. This article makes
some of the main points, all
too briefly, but I hope it may
form the basis of an
interesting debate.
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MY STRUGGLE
WITH FIBRO
Here, a CWU member (who wishes to remain
anonymous) shares a personal account of the
horrors of suffering from fibromyalgia and
how hard it was to get an accurate diagnosis

I
n 2001, I started
experiencing a severe
pain in my breastbone
when I woke up in the
morning. It got so bad I

thought I was going to have a
heart attack each morning. 

Even my husband turning
over in bed would send me
into severe pain, so I went to
the doctor and he gave me 
anti-inflammatory pills. But
these did not work. 

The doctor then sent me to
have an x-ray which came
back with “wear and tear”,
and, at the same time, took
blood tests. One of them
showed up low-level
arthritis.

Following this, I sought
help for the arthritis as I was
unsure how far to push my
joints to work through the
pain, and it was quite
frightening just how fast I
seemed to be losing control of
things I used to be able to do.

My whole body continued
to be stiff in the mornings
and it would take me more
than an hour to get fully
operational each day.
Eventually, I started to go
swimming, which helped 
me a lot. 

But, just as I was feeling

better, I would take a
downward turn, and it was
taking up to 20 lengths of
the pool to improve the
pain. My knees, elbows, feet
and hands were stiff and
ached a lot. I found I
couldn’t grip as well as I
used to and some days I had
difficulty opening things. 

Missing the diagnosis
I decided to go back to the
doctor, who referred me to
a rheumatologist – and 
they diagnosed me with
osteoarthritis. This was a real
shock; I’d always associated
this with older people. 

As time passed, my joints
continued to become very
sore. I decided to do some
research on the subject but all
my research showed that
joints swell and become red
with arthritis. So, off I went
to the doctors again, and for
the next few years it was a
real struggle. 

The doctor suggested my
symptoms were “the change
of life”, but I knew this was
not the case from research
and discussion with other
women. 

Finally, I asked my doctor
to refer me back to the �
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Fibromyalgia is a muscle
condition that

predominantly affects women,
with more than 80 per cent of
all cases affecting women
between the ages of 35 and 55.
It’s non life-threatening and
does not cause body damage
or deformity but it is a
debilitating disease to live with. 

Cause: Despite being one of
the most common diseases
affecting muscles there is no
known cause.

Symptoms: While many and
varied, the universal symptom
is pain. Symptoms include
chronic pain, tenderness and
stiffness of muscles, tendons
and joints without detectable
inflammation. Restless sleep,
night sweats, fatigue, anxiety,
depression, abdominal pain
related to irritable bowel
syndrome (IBS); also migraine,
and numbness or tingling of
different body parts.  

Fatigue is a common
symptom as many sufferers fail
to fall into deep, restorative
sleep. Patients may awaken
with muscle aches or a
sensation of muscle fatigue as
if they had been 'working out'
all night. Emotional and/or
mental disturbances occur in
over half of patients. 

Diagnosis: Because a firm
diagnosis of fibromyalgia is
difficult and no confirmatory
laboratory tests are available,
patients are often
misdiagnosed as having
depression as their primary
problem. Diagnosis is made on
clinical grounds based on
medical history and physical

examination. When it comes to
pain, diagnosis can be made by
identifying sensitive pain
'tender points' or 'trigger
points' on the body. Pain is
often present for longer than
three months.

Many other conditions can
mimic the syndrome. Doctors
may perform blood tests and
x-rays to rule out other
diseases and conditions.

Treatment: Although there is
no cure for fibromyalgia,
treatment can relieve the
symptoms. Treatment must be
individualised and is most
effective with combined patient
education, stress reduction,
exercise, and medication.

Keeping muscles
conditioned and healthy with
low-impact exercises, such as
walking and swimming,
decreases the amount of
discomfort, boosts energy
levels and helps with sleep.

Medication: There are many
prescription medicines
available which can help to
reduce fatigue, relieve muscle
pain, and promote deep sleep
as well as reduce anxiety and
depression. Over-the-counter
pain medications can be
helpful, but beware of side
effects. Local injections of
analgesics and/or cortisone
into trigger-point areas can
help to break cycles of pain.
Alternative treatments include
massage, acupuncture,
chiropractic care, herbal
remedies, and mind-body
therapies like meditation, but
check with your doctor before
pursuing any treatments.

By Annmarie McCall

FIBROMYALGIA – WHAT IS IT?

Below:
Symptoms of
fibromyalgia
include chronic
muscle pain

80%
... of all cases of
fibromyalgia
affect women
between 35 and
55 years of age

rheumatologist, but they were
not taking on people who had
already been to see them, so I
went private.

Struggle and relief
I went to Guy's and St
Thomas' Hospital and had lots
of tests and x-rays, and, a few
months later, I went back to
get the results. The doctor told
me that I had fibromyalgia
syndrome. 

It probably sounds
stupid, but it was so
great to find out I was
right about it not
being arthritis and I
was not losing my
mind. I had done so
much research but I
had always
thought that I
didn’t have it.

Following the
diagnosis, I 
was put on to
medication 
and attended
pain
management
classes, which
taught me how to
structure my day. 

It has been a
very long and hard
struggle to get to
where I am today.
I’m sure my doctor
thought I was a
hypochondriac, but,
with the help of
my husband,
Mike, and other
people in my
life, I have
turned my life
around. I am
still in pain
everyday but I
can now live
with the pain.



FROM HOUSEWIFE TO
POLITICAL DYNAMO
A traumatic event propelled the world’s first female prime minister into politics. Here,
Pauline Granstan uncovers more about this little known but remarkable woman

W
ho was the
world’s first
female prime
minister? 
Here’s a clue: it

wasn’t Margaret Thatcher
(elected 1979), India’s Indira
Ghandhi (1966), or Israel’s
Golda Meir (1969).

The answer is: Sirimavo
Bandaranaike, who served as
prime minister for Ceylon and
then Sri Lanka three times
(1960-1964, 1970-1977 and
1994-2000). Despite having
been the first member of her
sex to hold such high office,
little is known of this
remarkable woman.

Traumatic time
Her husband Solomon Dias
Bandaranaike founded the Sri
Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP) in
1951, and, pursuing broadly
left-wing policies – mixed 
with a degree of Sinhalese
nationalism – was elected
prime minister in 1956. Three
years later he was assassinated.

It was this traumatic event
that propelled his widow into
politics. Transformed almost
overnight from a shy
housewife into a political
dynamo, Sirimavo first won
the leadership of the party, and
then won the 1960 election, a
result that led the London
Evening News to comment:
“This is the suffragettes’ 
dream come true.”

Civil disobedience
Sirimavo continued with 
her husband’s policies of
nationalising key sectors of
the economy, but her first
crisis erupted just a year in,
when she dropped English
as the official language in
favour of Sinhala, the
language of the majority
Sinhalese. The minority
Tamil population was
outraged and began a
campaign of civil
disobedience, in response to
which Sirimavo declared a
state of emergency.

This was followed the year
after by an attempted coup
by sections of the military.
The rising was crushed, 
but Sirimavo lost the 1964
election and was out of office
for six years.

Return to power
Victory at the polls in 1970
saw her return to power for
another seven years, and this
proved to be another
tumultuous period, which
was marked by another
rebellion; the nation’s
adoption of the new name
“Sri Lanka”, and the
disastrous effects of the
1970s energy crisis.

Sirimavo’s popularity
slumped, leading to her
defeat in the 1977 elections,
after which she faced
allegations of corruption

from the newly elected
government.

Political animal
Although she became prime
minister again in 1994, the
constitution had by then
changed. Her own daughter,
Chandrika, had taken over the
SFLP party leadership and had
taken for herself the newly
created position of president.

Sirimavo died during the
2000 election campaign at the
age of 84 after – perhaps
fittingly for such a political
animal as her – having just
cast her vote.
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Above:
Sirimavo
Bandaranaike
served as prime
minister for
Ceylon and Sri
Lanka three
times
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