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Competition and Control at Work: 1 

Rural Miners and the Labour Process 
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Abstract: For most of its short working life, the raining development at Tynagh, Co. Galway was 
characterised by "good" industrial relations. In explaining this phenomenon the authors of this paper 
suggest that while the structure of the labour process at the mine was such as to undermine worker 
solidarity, management control of the former was far from absolute and uncontested. It is further 
argued that worker-management relations were strongly influenced by factors external to the labour 
process; these included differences in the workers' class and spatial backgrounds; ambivalent attitudes 
to trade unions and the latters' inexperience with mining; the locality's dependence on the mine for 
employment and the alliance of the local elite and mine management. 

I I N T R O D U C T I O N 

A n i n t r i n s i c f ea tu re o f i n d u s t r i a l enterprises is t h a t t h e i r successful opera­

t i o n depends o n t he c o - o p e r a t i o n o f par t ies w h o have c o m p e t i n g interests 

— m a n a g e m e n t a n d l a b o u r . A basis f o r c o n f l i c t can be l o c a t e d i n t w o b r o a d 

areas: h o w s h o u l d p r o d u c t i v e a c t i v i t y be o rganised a n d h o w s h o u l d surplus 

*The authors are grateful to the two referees for their valuable comments on an earlier draft of the 
paper and to Richard Breen, Editor, ESR for his help with some secondary sources. 

1. This study is primarily based on interviews with ex-mine workers during a survey conducted in 
November-December 1983. The survey questionnaire was aimed at securing information on the com­
position and attitudes of the workforce but it was also used as an introduction to further largely un­
structured interviews designed to construct a description of the labour process at Tynagh. The survey 
sample was derived from a workforce list (excluding members of senior staff) and the sample was 



be d i s t r i b u t e d . I n m i n i n g , p a r t i c u l a r l y s h o r t - t e r m m i n i n g , a f u r t h e r poss ible 

source o f c o n f l i c t is t he ra te o f e x p l o i t a t i o n o f a non - r enewab le resource w h i c h 

governs t h e f u t u r e o f w o r k e r s ' j o b s . W h i l e sociologis ts have s t u d i e d i n d u s t r i a l 

c o n f l i c t i n i t s m a n y f o r m s , t h e y have b e c o m e increas ing ly i n t e r e s t ed i n t he 

p u z z l e o f w h y there is n o t m o r e o f i t . A t t e m p t s at e x p l a i n i n g " l o w " levels o f 

i n d u s t r i a l s t r i fe have inc reas ing ly focused o n p o w e r imbalances b e t w e e n 

l a b o u r a n d m a n a g e m e n t a n d t he l a t t e r ' s c a p a c i t y t o c o n t r o l t he f o r m e r , i n 

p a r t i c u l a r b y i t s a p p r o p r i a t i o n o f t he " l a b o u r p rocess" t h r o u g h r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n , 

spec ia l i sa t ion a n d m e c h a n i s a t i o n . B r a v e r m a n ( 1 9 7 4 ) a n d B u r a w o y ( 1 9 7 9 ) 

have been p a r t i c u l a r l y i n f l u e n t i a l i n t he " l a b o u r p rocess" debate . Braverman ' s 

w o r k has emphasised the t e n d e n c y t o w a r d s d e s k i l l i n g a n d t he ro l e o f sc ien t i f i c 

m a n a g e m e n t as the f o r m o f w o r k c o n t r o l unde r c a p i t a l i s m . B u r a w o y is m o s t 

i n t e r e s t ed i n t h e w a y a n d e x t e n t t o w h i c h m a n a g e m e n t ga in the "consent ." 

o f w o r k e r s a n d the l a t t e r s ' w i l l ingness t o co-opera te w i t h m a n a g e m e n t objec­

t ives . A n y c o n t r o l t h a t w o r k e r s e x e r t over t he " l a b o u r p rocess" is u l t i m a t e l y , 

a c c o r d i n g t o B u r r a w o y m a n i p u l a t e d b y m a n a g e m e n t i n i t s o w n in teres ts . 

T h e " l a b o u r p roces s" l i t e r a t u r e has r e c e n t l y been c r i t i c i s e d o n a n u m b e r 

o f c o u n t s . S t o r e y ( 1 9 8 5 ) has a rgued t h a t i t is f l a w e d b y i t s " m o n i s t p resup­

p o s i t i o n s " , t h a t is , i t "rests o n f u n c t i o n a l i s t premises t h a t c a p i t a l can a n d 

m u s t devise c o h e r e n t systems o f c o n t r o l t o ensure t he s t r u c t u r a l l y necessary 

e x t r a c t i o n o f surp lus v a l u e " ( p . 9 4 ) a n d is incapab le o f c o m i n g t o t e rms w i t h 

the c o m p l e x i t y a n d d i v e r s i t y o f t h e ac tua l c o n t r o l process i n w o r k organisa­

t i o n s . L i t t l e r a n d Sa laman ( 1 9 8 7 ) have d r a w n a t t e n t i o n t o w h a t t h e y see as 

t he m a j o r l i m i t a t i o n s o f theor ies o f t he l a b o u r process. These i n c l u d e : t he 

t e n d e n c y t o ignore o r at least t o m i n i m i s e t he ro l e o f class s truggle i n m o u l d ­

i n g t he l a b o u r process; c o n f i n i n g analysis t o t he i n t e r i o r o f t he w o r k s h o p a n d 

t h e r e b y i g n o r i n g e x t e r n a l fac tors such as the n o n - a v a i l a b i l i t y o f a l t e rna t ive 

e m p l o y m e n t ; f a i l i n g t o address t he p r o b l e m s o f d i v i s i o n — o t h e r t h a n b e t w e e n 

the s k i l l e d a n d u n s k i l l e d — w i t h i n t he work ing-c lass a n d o b s c u r i n g t he v a r i ­

a b i l i t y o f w o r k e r resis tance, w h e r e b y "some changes are resisted m o r e t h a n 

composed of all those on the list living in Loughrea town or its hinterland (defined as within 5 miles). 
In all 120 ex-workers on the list came into this category and of these 64 were interviewed. As the 
survey was conducted some three years after the mine had let most of its staff go and two years after 
it had finally closed, it is apparent that not all the 120 were available for interview. It seems that 
approximately 40 of the ex-miners had left the area so the actual sample was 80 ex-miners. Of these 3 
refused to be interviewed, 6 could not make definite appointments and 11 could not be contacted. 
Additional information was derived from unstructured interviews with senior management at the mine. 
Financial information in relation to the company came primarily from a study of Business and Finance 
magazine and also from local and national newspapers. 

2. It is difficult to define precisely what lifespan would make a particular mine long or short term. 
What is more important from our point of view is the extent to which mining is carried on in a location 
or region over an extended period. Here we are discussing a situation where a single mine was opened 
and closed within fifteen years. There were no other mines in the locality and there was no tradition 
of mining in the area. 



o the r s , some groups resist m o r e t h a n o the r s , some groups achieve a ' n e g o t i a t e d 
o r d e r ' w h i l s t some g roups became a p r i v i l e g e d e l i t e " ( p . 2 5 6 ) . 

I n th i s paper w e e x a m i n e t he m i n i n g d e v e l o p m e n t at T y n a g h i n East G a l -
w a y , w h e r e a r i c h b o d y o f ore was e x p l o i t e d over a sho r t p e r i o d w i t h c o n ­
sequent large p r o f i t s f o r t he c o m p a n y a n d l i m i t e d resistance f r o m the w o r k e r s . 
I n o u r e f fo r t s at e x p l a i n i n g t he " g o o d " i n d u s t r i a l r e l a t ions at T y n a g h w e 
f o u n d m a n a g e m e n t c o n t r o l o f t he l a b o u r process a necessary b u t n o t a suf­
f i c i e n t c o n d i t i o n . We h a d t o t a k e o n b o a r d m a n y o f t h e c r i t i c i s m s o f l a b o u r 
process t h e o r y discussed i n t he p r e c e d i n g pa rag raph a n d b r i n g i n t o o u r 
analysis a n u m b e r o f " e x t e r n a l " f ac to r s . These i n c l u d e t he diverse socio­
e c o n o m i c b a c k g r o u n d o f t h e l a b o u r fo rce a n d t he l a t t e r s ' l a c k o f i n d u s t r i a l 
w o r k expe r i ence ; t h e a m b i v a l e n t a t t i t u d e o f w o r k e r s t o w a r d s t rade u n i o n s 
a n d t he l a t t e r s ' i n expe r i ence w i t h m i n i n g ; a n d t h e w i d e r " c o m m u n a l " c o n ­
t e x t o f t he m i n i n g d e v e l o p m e n t , i n p a r t i c u l a r t he r o l e o f l o c a l p e t t y b o u r -
geoise. These fac to r s h a d also t o be set i n t he c o n t e x t o f t h e d e p e n d e n t status 
o f b o t h t h e r eg iona l e c o n o m y a n d t he I r i s h m i n i n g i n d u s t r y . A l l t h e l o c a l 
a n d r eg iona l ac tors were i n v o l v e d t o a greater o r lesser e x t e n t i n r e l a t ions o f 
d e p e n d e n c y w i t h a t r a n s n a t i o n a l m i n i n g c o m p a n y a n d t h i s d i c t a t e d severe 
l i m i t a t i o n s o n t h e i r c a p a c i t y a n d wi l l i ngness t o ac t . I t is c lear , i n a d d i t i o n , 
t h a t t he s h o r t - t e r m n a t u r e o f t he m i n e l i m i t e d t h e capaci t ies o f those i n v o l v e d 
t o deve lop p e r c e p t i o n s , strategies o r al l iances w h i c h c o u l d have a l t e red t he 
s i t u a t i o n (Shie lds , 1 9 8 4 ) . F i n a l l y , w e also d r a w a t t e n t i o n t o t h e w o r k e r s ' 
c a p a c i t y , despi te a l l these forces , t o o f fe r resistance, even i f l i m i t e d , t o manage­
m e n t s ' p lans . 

I I T H E L A B O U R P R O C E S S I N M I N I N G 

U n d e r s t a n d i n g t he l a b o u r process i n m i n i n g is dependen t o n an apprec i ­
a t i o n o f t he features w h i c h set i t apar t f r o m o t h e r large-scale i ndus t r i e s . F i r s t , 
i t i nvo lves p r i m a r y p r o d u c t i o n o f a non - r enewab le resource . Second , t he v a r i ­
a b i l i t y o f geo log ica l a n d o t h e r fac tors has t h e consequence t h a t a cons iderab le 
degree o f a u t o n o m y a n d c o n t r o l has t r a d i t i o n a l l y been t he preserve o f t h e 
m i n e r s themselves . T h e p h y s i c a l n a t u r e o f m i n i n g has r e n d e r e d imposs ib l e 
t he t y p e o f supe rv i s ion a n d c o n t r o l u t i l i s e d i n o t h e r i ndus t r i e s . We w i l l n o w 
e x a m i n e each o f these " p e c u l i a r i t i e s " . 

M i n i n g is based o n resources w h i c h at least o n a l o c a l l eve l are scarce a n d 
n o n - r e n e w a b l e , w i t h t h e necessary consequence t h a t a n y p a r t i c u l a r m i n e w i l l 
e v e n t u a l l y be exhaus t ed . I t has also t o be u n d e r s t o o d t h a t sca rc i ty o f resources 
is a r e la t ive c o n c e p t , r a n g i n g f r o m abso lu te e x h a u s t i o n , t h r o u g h d i f f i c u l t i e s 
o f e x t r a c t i o n , t o absence o f t he m o s t p r o f i t a b l e ore grades. I n f o r m a t i o n re la t ­
i n g t o geo log ica l c o n d i t i o n s is t y p i c a l l y c o n c e n t r a t e d i n m a n a g e m e n t , l eav ing 



t h e m i n e r s i n ignorance over t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f t h e i r p r o d u c t i v i t y . T h e o u t ­
c o m e m a y be t h a t t h e e x t r a - p r o d u c t i v e m i n e r is i n e f fec t d igg ing o u t his o w n 
j o b b u t at a ra te he c a n n o t h i m s e l f d e t e r m i n e . I n s h o r t - t e r m m i n i n g s i t ua t ions 
i n p a r t i c u l a r , c o n t r o l o f i n f o r m a t i o n is a m a j o r asset i n t h e struggle f o r c o n t r o l . 

T h e j o b o f m i n i n g i t s e l f demands t h a t t he i n d i v i d u a l m i n e r a n d the smal l 
i m m e d i a t e w o r k g r o u p re ta ins a cons iderab le degree o f s k i l l a n d a u t o n o m y . 
A s B u r a w o y p o i n t s o u t , " T h e d i s t i n c t i v e features o f m i n i n g organisa t ions 
o r i g i n a t e i n t h e inescapable e n v i r o n m e n t a l u n c e r t a i n t y o f t he u n d e r g r o u n d 
orebodies f r o m w h i c h minera l s are e x t r a c t e d . U n a b l e t o c o n t r o l t he geo log ica l 
e n v i r o n m e n t , w o r k organisa t ions can adap t t o u n c e r t a i n t y i n t w o o p p o s e d 
w a y s " ( 1 9 7 9 , A p p e n d i x ) . F o r the m i n i n g c o m p a n y t h e choices are t he e x p e n ­
sive o p t i o n o f c o n s t a n t superv i s ion or the a b d i c a t i o n o f i m m e d i a t e c o n t r o l o f 
t h e w o r k i n g e n v i r o n m e n t . 3 A l t h o u g h o t h e r means o f c o n t r o l are increas ing 
i n i m p o r t a n c e , p a y m e n t systems are s t i l l c r u c i a l . T h e t w o m a i n p a y m e n t 
systems are t h e daywage a n d piece-rate m e t h o d s . W i t h i n these f o r m s there 
are cons iderab le va r i a t i ons b u t i t is fa i r t o say t h a t t he piece-rate o r at least 
b o n u s systems have d o m i n a t e d i n t he m i n i n g i n d u s t r y . O n e p r o b l e m f o r t he 
soc io log i s t is t o e x p l a i n w h a t t he conc re t e effects o f these systems are o n 
w o r k e r s ' p e r c e p t i o n s a n d o r g a n i s a t i o n a n d t h e i r ac t iv i t i e s a t w o r k . 

I f w e l o o k b r i e f l y a t t he h i s t o r y o f t he B r i t i s h c o a l f i e l d w e can see a range 
o f p a y m e n t systems w h i c h are associated w i t h v a r y i n g t r a d i t i o n s o f w o r k e r 
o r g a n i s a t i o n a n d m i l i t a n c y . T h e " B o a r d a n d P i l l a r ' sys tem c e n t r e d o n a p a i r 
o f w o r k m e n c o a l i n g i n a single w o r k p l a c e a n d was f r e q u e n t l y associated w i t h 
c a v i l l i n g , a m e t h o d o f p e r i o d i c a l l y r o t a t i n g w o r k p l a c e s a m o n g w o r k e r s b y l o t , 
t o ensure t h a t a n y w o r k g r o u p was n o t l e f t w i t h an u n f a i r a m o u n t o f p o o r 
coa l o r dangerous c o n d i t i o n s (Douglass a n d K r i e g e r 1 9 8 3 ; K r i e g e r 1 9 8 3 ) . T h e 
second m a i n m e t h o d o f w o r k o r g a n i s a t i o n was s u b c o n t r a c t i n g . T h i s i n v o l v e d 
t h e m i n e o w n e r a l l o c a t i n g o r h i r i n g faces, e tc . , t o a " b u t t y " w h o t h e n t o o k 
o u t as m u c h coa l as poss ib le . T h e " b u t t y " t o o k his p r o f i t f r o m th i s p r o d u c t i o n 
a n d his w o r k e r s d e p e n d e d d i r e c t l y o n h i m f o r t h e i r p a y ( G o f f e e 1 9 8 1 ; 
K r i e g e r 1 9 8 3 ) . I n t he Nor th -ea s t w h e r e t h e " B o a r d a n d P i l l a r " sys tem pre­
d o m i n a t e d w o r k e r s have long-es tab l i shed t r a d i t i o n s o f s o l i d a r i t y a n d m i l i ­
t a n c y whereas t h e i r colleagues i n some M i d l a n d s areas have s e l d o m cha l lenged 
m a n a g e m e n t p re roga t ives . H o w e v e r , t he basic p r o b l e m here is t he e x t e n t t o 
w h i c h t h e wage systems themselves d i r e c t l y cause these effects . I f w e t u r n t o 
t h e r ecen t w o r k o f K r i e g e r w e see t h a t he argues t h a t t he p a y m e n t schemes 
are m e d i a t e d t h r o u g h a range o f fac tors w h i c h he designates t he " p o l i t i c s 
i n p r o d u c t i o n " ( K r i e g e r 1 9 8 3 ) . Since these fac tors were genera ted over t he 
l o n g h i s t o r y o f c o a l - m i n i n g i n these reg ions , t he s h o r t - t e r m n a t u r e o f t he m i n e 
w e are discussing is c r u c i a l f o r t he u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t he T y n a g h case. 

3. There is the possibility nowadays of computerised supervision (cf. Thompson, 1983, p. 115) but 
this is relatively underdeveloped. 



I I I T H E M I N E 

W h i l e i t h a d been genera l ly accep ted t h r o u g h o u t t he n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y 
t h a t I r e l a n d h a d n o m i n e r a l reserves w o r t h y o f t he n a m e , t he c o u n t r y e x p e r i ­
enced i n t he 1960s a n d 1970s a " m i n i n g b o o m " . A c c e p t i n g t he p r o p o s i t i o n 
t h a t "reserves are a f u n c t i o n o f e x p l o r a t i o n " ( B o s s o n a n d V a r o n , 1 9 7 7 , p . 6 1 ) , 
t he p r o b l e m arises w h y e x p l o r a t i o n was u n d e r t a k e n at th i s t i m e . Because o f 
t he d e p e n d e n t s i t u a t i o n o f I r e l a n d i n t he w o r l d e c o n o m y , t he p r i m a r y reasons 
can be f o u n d i n s ign i f i can t changes i n i n t e r n a t i o n a l m i n i n g pa t t e rn s i n t h i s 
p e r i o d . W i t h t he g r o w i n g m o v e t o independence i n t he c o l o n i a l c o u n t r i e s a n d 
t he demands f o r " f a i r " r e t u rn s f r o m n a t i o n a l resources, m i n i n g compan ie s 
inc reas ing ly l o o k e d f o r " sa fe" coun t r i e s (Tanze r , 1 9 8 0 ) . Advances i n m i n i n g 
t e c h n o l o g y made feasible t he d e v e l o p m e n t o f m i n e r a l deposi t s p r e v i o u s l y 
cons ide red u n c o m m e r c i a l . A d d i t i o n a l l y successive I r i s h g o v e r n m e n t s h a d 
enac ted l eg i s l a t i on f a c i l i t a t i n g e x p l o r a t i o n w o r k a n d the a c q u i s i t i o n o f 
depos i t s , m a n y o f w h i c h were a l ready S t a t e - o w n e d . 4 I n 1 9 5 6 the G o v e r n m e n t 
h a d i n t r o d u c e d a t a x e x e m p t i o n f o r t he f i r s t f o u r years o f a m ine ' s p r o d u c t i o n 
a n d a 5 0 per cen t rebate f o r t he f o l l o w i n g f o u r years . W h e n a l l i e d t o t he pre­
sence o f a surplus l a b o u r fo rce w h i c h was r e l a t i v e l y l o w p a i d a n d w i t h n o 
t r a d i t i o n o f t r ade u n i o n i s m , these c o n d i t i o n s a t t r a c t e d f o r e i g n compan ies t o 
e x p l o r e f o r I r i s h m i n e r a l reserves. 

I n t e r n a t i o n a l l y the m i n i n g i n d u s t r y is d o m i n a t e d b y large-scale m u l t i ­
na t iona l s w i t h t h e i r h o m e bases i n t he c a p i t a l e x p o r t i n g states (Bosson a n d 
V a r o n , 1 9 7 7 ) . H o w e v e r , m a n y o f t he compan ie s w h i c h c o m m e n c e d e x p l o r a ­
t i o n i n I r e l a n d i n t h i s p e r i o d were Canad ian . Because m i n i n g i n Canada has 
h i s t o r i c a l l y been d o m i n a t e d b y A m e r i c a n c a p i t a l , m a n y o f these compan ies 
w o u l d n o t be d o m i n a n t forces i n i n t e r n a t i o n a l m i n i n g . G i v e n these fac tors , 
t he source o f dependence i n I r i s h m i n i n g m u s t be l o c a t e d n o t sole ly i n t he 
i n d i v i d u a l compan ie s i n v o l v e d ( w h e t h e r l o c a l o r f o r e i g n ) b u t i n the f i n a n c i a l 
a r rangements w h i c h these compan ie s are o b l i g e d t o enter i n t o . 

A m o n g t h e f o r e i g n m i n i n g compan ie s a t t r a c t e d t o I r e l a n d was N o r t h g a t e 
E x p l o r a t i o n L t d . , a Canad ian p u b l i c c o m p a n y . 5 I n 1 9 5 8 f ive I r i s h i m m i g r a n t s 
b o u g h t , a n d re-organised t he Canad ian Pub l i c C o m p a n y , K i r k - H u d s o n M i n e s 
L t d . , w h i c h t h e y r e n a m e d N o r t h g a t e E x p l o r a t i o n L t d . N o r t h g a t e was a p u b ­
l i c l y q u o t e d c o m p a n y , regis tered o n t he T o r o n t o S t o c k Exchange . Desp i t e 
i t s I r i s h d i r e c t o r s , t h e r e f o r e , t he c o m p a n y ' s v i a b i l i t y a n d success was deter-

4. Minerals Development Act 1940 (still the legislative foundation for exploration and development); 
Slieve Ardagh Coal Development Act 1940; Minerals Exploration and Development Act 1941 which 
set up Mianrai Teoranta, a wholly owned state inining company. 

5. Tynagh was actually owned and operated by Irish Base Metals Ltd. , an Irish public company 
which was wholly owned by Northgate Exploration. The board of Irish Base Metals was composed of 
appointees of Northgate and the various foreign interests involved in financing the mine. 



m i n e d b y t h e assessments o f i t s Canad ian shareholders , a n d t he readiness o f 
C a n a d i a n f i n a n c i a l i n s t i t u t i o n s t o s u p p o r t i t . L o n g - t e r m p l a n n i n g was based 
i n Canada . 

I n 1 9 6 1 th ree employees o f N o r t h g a t e p r o s p e c t i n g i n Clare a n d S o u t h G a l -
w a y d i scovered a lead-zinc depos i t o f m a j o r p r o p o r t i o n s at T y n a g h , some 
t h i r t y mi les f r o m t h e p o r t o f G a l w a y i n t h e West o f I r e l a n d . B e t w e e n 1 9 6 1 
a n d 1965 c o n s t r u c t i o n a n d d e v e l o p m e n t w o r k was u n d e r t a k e n ; t h e m i n e 
w e n t i n t o p r o d u c t i o n i n 1965 a n d f i n a l l y c losed i n 1 9 8 1 . W o r k f o r c e f igures 
v a r i e d c o n s i d e r a b l y over t h i s p e r i o d b u t o n average 3 5 0 p e o p l e w o r k e d i n a l l 
d e p a r t m e n t s o f t h e m i n e . L e a d a n d z inc were t he p r i m a r y p r o d u c t s b u t s i lver 
a n d c o p p e r w e r e also p r o d u c e d at va r ious stages. I n i t i a l l y t h e ores were m i n e d 
f r o m an o p e n p i t b u t i n 1 9 6 9 w o r k was c o m m e n c e d o n an u n d e r g r o u n d 
t u n n e l . Surface m i n i n g was d i s c o n t i n u e d i n 1973 a n d thereaf te r u n t i l 1 9 8 0 
a l l t h e ore was b r o u g h t f r o m the u n d e r g r o u n d sec t ion . T h e ore was concen ­
t r a t e d b y a f l o t a t i o n process i n t he " m i l l " a n d was t h e n t r a n s p o r t e d b y r o a d 
t o G a l w a y d o c k s f o r e x p o r t t o f o r e i g n smel ters . A t one stage i t was t h e largest 
i n d i v i d u a l lead-z inc m i n e i n E u r o p e a n d over i t s l i f e span , b u t p a r t i c u l a r l y i n 
i ts ea r ly stages, t h e m i n e was a v e r y p r o f i t a b l e u n d e r t a k i n g . I t h a d a t o t a l 
revenue o f £ 2 5 3 . 7 5 m i l l i o n , o f w h i c h £ 8 5 . 5 m i l l i o n was surplus (Walsh , 1 9 8 1 ) . 

T h i s s h o r t - t e r m m i n i n g o p e r a t i o n was c o n d u c t e d w i t h m i n i m a l o v e r t i ndus ­
t r i a l p r o b l e m s . W h i l e the re were t w o large-scale w o r k stoppages w h i c h w i l l be 
cons ide r ed b e l o w , i t is clear t h a t there was n o m a j o r con te s t over t he c o n t r o l 
o f e x t r a c t i o n ra te o r c o n d i t i o n s at t he m i n e . T h e possible e x p l a n a t i o n s f o r 
t h i s consensus c o n s t i t u t e t he core o f t h i s paper b u t i t is i m p o r t a n t t o under ­
s t and t he fac tors i n N o r t h g a t e ' s " c o r p o r a t e e c o n o m y " w h i c h d i c t a t e d th i s 
r a p i d e x p l o i t a t i o n o f t h e m i n e . 

I n t he f i r s t p lace i n t h e p u r s u i t o f p r o f i t , t he C o m p a n y h a d w idesp read 
in teres ts . These i n c l u d e d i n Canada a lx/i per cen t share i n W h i m Creek M i n e s 
a n d sharehold ings i n Si lver E u r e k a C o r p o r a t i o n , W e s t f i e l d Mine ra l s L t d . , a n d 
W e s t e r n M i n e s L t d . I n 1 9 8 1 i t p a i d 1 8 4 m i l l i o n do l la rs f o r th ree g o l d mines 
i n N o r t h e r n Quebec . E lsewhere t h e c o m p a n y h a d an in te res t i n t he B l a c k 
A n g e l M i n e i n G r e e n l a n d a n d h a d u n d e r t a k e n e x p l o r a t i o n w o r k i n Spa in a n d 
A u s t r a l i a . M o r e f u n d a m e n t a l l y t he scale o f a c o m p a n y ' s ope ra t i ons can deter­
m i n e i t s a b i l i t y u n i l a t e r a l l y t o p l a n i t s o p e r a t i o n s , w h i l e access t o s m e l t e r i n g 
a n d m a r k e t i n g fac i l i t i e s is o f f u n d a m e n t a l i m p o r t a n c e i n "base m e t a l " m i n i n g . 

I n an i n d u s t r y d o m i n a t e d b y m u l t i n a t i o n a l c o r p o r a t i o n s , N o r t h g a t e was a 
r e l a t i v e l y sma l l c o m p a n y . T h e h i g h cos t o f d e v e l o p i n g t he m i n e and concen ­
t r a t i n g fac i l i t i e s c o u l d n o t be sus ta ined b y N o r t h g a t e a lone , as a resu l t o f w h i c h 
i t h a d t o i n v o l v e a f i n a n c i a l c o n s o r t i u m w h i c h i n c l u d e d ar rangements f o r t he 
s m e l t i n g a n d se l l ing o f ore p r o d u c e d at T y n a g h . T h i s deal h a d c r u c i a l c o n ­
sequences f o r T y n a g h i n t e rms o f t h e speed and n a t u r e o f t he e x p l o i t a t i o n . 
I n 1 9 6 4 N o r t h g a t e ra ised 12.5 m i l l i o n do l l a r s t h r o u g h the sale o f F i r s t M o r t -



gage B o n d s . N o r t h g a t e t o o k a p p r o x i m a t e l y 5 0 per cen t o f t he b o n d s us ing 
f inance ra ised i n Canad ian b a n k i n g c i rc les . A c o n s o r t i u m c o m p o s e d o f t w o 
B r i t i s h f i r m s — M i d l a n d a n d I n t e r n a t i o n a l B a n k a n d B r i t i s h Me ta l s C o r p o r a ­
t i o n — a n d th ree E u r o p e a n s m e l t i n g c o r p o r a t i o n s were g iven f i r s t preference 
o n T y n a g h ' s c o n c e n t r a t e p r o d u c t i o n . O f t h e th ree s m e l t i n g c o r p o r a t i o n s , one 
was Meta l lgese l l schaf t A . G . , F r a n k f u r t , w h i c h was t he largest non - f e r rous 
m e t a l c o r p o r a t i o n i n G e r m a n y and t h e o t h e r t w o were Socie te M i n e r a l e 
M e t a l l u r g i q u e de P e n a r r o y a S .A. Paris a n d Socie te Genera le des Mine ra l s 
S .A. Brussels. These f i n a n c i a l a n d s m e l t i n g a r rangements t i e d u p p r o d u c t i o n 
f o r t he m o s t l u c r a t i v e pe r iods o f t he mine ' s l i f e . T h e r e f o r e t he ove ra l l po l i c ies 
a n d p lans shap ing t he mines , m i n e r s ' a n d c o m m u n i t i e s ' fu tu res were o f t e n 
d e t e r m i n e d b y forces , a b o u t w h i c h m a n y were o n l y d i m l y aware . 

I V T H E L A B O U R P R O C E S S A T T Y N A G H 

L a b o u r process theor i s t s c o n t e n d t h a t t h e source o f w o r k e r s ' i d e o l o g y 
( p a r t i c u l a r l y " c o n s e n t " t o m a n a g e m e n t p rac t ices ) a n d t h e i r s o l i d a r i t y o r l a c k 
t he r eo f , m u s t be sough t i n t h e ac tua l p o l i t i c s o f p r o d u c t i o n , as shaped by-
m a n a g e m e n t strategies. I n th i s c o n t e x t i t is n o w p e r t i n e n t t o ask h o w the 
l a b o u r process at T y n a g h was organised a n d w h a t i m p a c t i t h a d o n p r o d u c t i v i t y 
a n d w o r k e r a t t i t u d e s . F r o m th i s perspec t ive i t is clear t h a t the d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n 
a n d geograph ica l separa t ion o f t he w o r k f o r c e shaped t h e i r p e r c e p t i o n s , a n d 
u l t i m a t e l y u n d e r m i n e d s o l i d a r i t y . I n p a r t i c u l a r t he place o f w o r k e r s i n t he 
p r o d u c t i o n process d e t e r m i n e d t h e i r p o w e r o r l a c k o f i t and consequen t 
capaci t ies t o secure t h e i r in te res ts . T h e scale o f j o b d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n i n the m i n e 
was r e m a r k a b l e . U n d e r g r o u n d w h e r e there was an e labora te j o b c l a s s i f i ca t ion , 
there were d e v e l o p m e n t , p r o d u c t i o n a n d service w o r k e r s . I n p r o d u c t i o n there 
were l ong -ho le d r i l l e r s , l ong -ho l e chargers a n d m u c k e r - o u t e r s . T h e m e n o n 
d e v e l o p m e n t w o r k e d i n sma l l g roups a n d h a d a b r o a d range o f sk i l l s . Service­
m e n i n c l u d e d general l aboure r s , those s i n k i n g raises, p u m p m e n a n d those 
d r i v i n g m o b i l e e q u i p m e n t . I n a d d i t i o n , the re were crusher ope ra to r s and the 
u n d e r g r o u n d m a i n t e n a n c e t e a m . O n surface, apar t f r o m the m i l l , one had 
m a i n t e n a n c e c rews , general l abou re r s , dr ivers o f f r o n t - e n d loaders , d u m p e r s , 
e tc . , a n d crusher ope ra to r s . 

I n t he m i l l , d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n was n o t as m a r k e d as m e n m o v e d b e t w e e n 
va r ious j o b s as m i l l ope ra to r s o r senior ope ra to r s , b u t at any p a r t i c u l a r p e r i o d 
t h e y c o u l d be w o r k i n g o n d r y e r s , f i l t e r s , e tc . , o r o n m i l l s a m p l i n g . A s w e l l as 
these m a n u a l j o b s , there was w o r k i n t he l a b o r a t o r y , stores o r of f ices . A 
f u r t h e r d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n o c c u r r e d w i t h sh i f t w o r k . V i r t u a l l y a l l t he w o r k e r s at 
T y n a g h , apa r t f r o m a d m i n i s t r a t i o n , s tore a n d some day c rews , d i d w o r k shif ts 
w i t h consequen t d i f f i c u l t i e s f o r t r ade u n i o n o r g a n i s a t i o n . T h e r e was a n u m b e r 



o f d i f f e r e n t sh i f t cycles i n t he m i n e a n d these changed over t i m e . G r a d u a l l y , 
m a i n t e n a n c e crews w o r k e d o n a t w o sh i f t basis, b u t we re o n ca l l at o t h e r 
t i m e s ; u n d e r g r o u n d w o r k e r s o p e r a t e d t h e th ree basic e i g h t - h o u r shi f t s , w h i l e 
t he m i l l h a d a n u m b e r o f d i f f e r e n t sh i f t systems over t he years. 

P r o d u c t i o n at t h e m i n e h a d t w o essential c o m p o n e n t s , t he m i n i n g stage — 
o n t he surface i n i t i a l l y a n d la ter u n d e r g r o u n d — a n d the m i l l i n g stage, w h i c h 
c o n c e n t r a t e d t he ores f o r e x p o r t . B e t w e e n the m i n e a n d t h e m i l l , t h e l u m p s 
o f ore were p u t t h r o u g h t h e crusher a n d t he b a l l m i l l s t o r educe t h e i r size. 
Samples o f t he concen t ra t e s w e n t t o t he l abo ra to r i e s f o r c h e c k i n g o f t he ore 
grades. T h e r e was a sizeable m a i n t e n a n c e c r e w at T y n a g h , t he m a j o r i t y b e i n g 
f i t t e r s w i t h q u i t e a f e w e lec t r ic ians a n d one ca rpen te r . I n a d d i t i o n t o these 
the re was a large stores a n d a d m i n i s t r a t i v e staff , p lu s t he eng ineer ing a n d 
geo logy sect ions . Superv i s ing t h e en t i r e o p e r a t i o n w e r e t he senior s taff , 
i n c l u d i n g m i l l s u p e r i n t e n d e n t , u n d e r g r o u n d manager a n d the general manager . 
T h e m i n e w o r k f o r c e was spread over a w i d e area w i t h c o n c e n t r a t i o n s i n t he 
u n d e r g r o u n d , m i l l a n d m a i n t e n a n c e sect ions , b u t w i t h sizeable n u m b e r s i n 
t he l a b o r a t o r y a n d stores as w e l l . E v e n th i s b r e a k d o w n does n o t give an 
i n d i c a t i o n o f t he spread o f the w o r k f o r c e w i t h i n t he m i n e . T h i s w i l l i n v o l v e 
l o o k i n g at each o f t h e sect ions i n m o r e d e t a i l . 

T h e r e was a cons iderab le v a r i e t y o f j o b s i n the u n d e r g r o u n d . T o place 
t h e m i n t h e i r c o n t e x t i t is necessary t o describe t he area a n d t he var ious 
phases o f p r o d u c t i o n c a r r i e d o n t h e r e . T h e u n d e r g r o u n d sec t ion was e n t e r e d 
t h r o u g h the m a i n t u n n e l f r o m the opencast p i t . D u r i n g i t s i n i t i a l c o n s t r u c t i o n , 
c o n d i t i o n s were p o o r , w i t h v i r t u a l l y n o fac i l i t i es o r v e n t i l a t i o n . T h i s was t he 
m a i n access r o a d t o the u n d e r g r o u n d m i n e , c o n n e c t i n g the var ious levels w i t h 
each o t h e r a n d t he surface. O f f th i s we re t he d i f f e r e n t levels at w h i c h t he ac tua l 
m i n i n g o f t he ore t o o k p lace . T u n n e l s k n o w n as s i l l d r i f t s , were d e v e l o p e d 
o f f t he m a i n t u n n e l . These were d r i l l e d at least 5 0 feet apar t , a n d i n t e r c o n ­
n e c t e d t h r o u g h the o r e b o d y . T h e basic d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n a m o n g u n d e r g r o u n d 
w o r k e r s was b e t w e e n those w o r k i n g i n d e v e l o p m e n t , o thers i n p r o d u c t i o n 
crews a n d t he r e m a i n d e r w h o p e r f o r m e d an assor tment o f tasks. A s t h e i r 
name i m p l i e s , d e v e l o p m e n t c rews d r i l l e d t h e tunne l s p a v i n g the w a y f o r p r o ­
d u c t i o n w o r k e r s w h o e x t r a c t e d t he o r e . O t h e r peop le i n th i s area were p r i ­
m a r i l y i n v o l v e d i n t h e service a n d s u p p l y o f e q u i p m e n t , t r a n s p o r t i n g the ore 
a n d m a i n t a i n i n g the r o a d w a y s , p u m p s , e tc . We w i l l n o w cons ider h o w the 
ac tua l o r g a n i s a t i o n o f w o r k at t he m i n e sec t ional i sed the w o r k f o r c e , e i the r 
b y ac tua l d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n o r t h r o u g h pe rcep t i ons o f separate in teres ts . I n t he 
m a i n t h i s w i l l focus o n t he u n d e r g r o u n d b u t i t w i l l be necessary t o cons ider 
some o t h e r g roups p a r t i c u l a r l y t he m i l l - w o r k e r s . , 

T h e d e v e l o p m e n t w o r k e r is i n m a n y respects c o m p a r a b l e t o the p r o t o ­
t y p i c a l f ace -worke r i n c o a l m i n i n g ( G o o d r i c h , 1 9 7 7 ) . T h e y possessed a v a r i e t y 
o f sk i l l s a n d cons ide rab le a u t o n o m y . A s one e x - m i n e r n o t e d : "Peop le were 



w o r k i n g i n d i f f e r e n t areas so w i t h sh i f t bosses c o v e r i n g those distances w h e n 
m o v i n g a r o u n d t o t h e m , y o u w e r e y o u r o w n boss f o r m o s t o f t h e t i m e " . 
W o r k i n g i n pa i rs t h e y d r i l l e d t he headings t o p repare t h e o r e b o d y f o r ex t rac ­
t i o n . T h e i r w o r k i n v o l v e d a l l t h e va r ious stages o f t u n n e l l i n g v i z . d r i l l i n g t he 
holes f o r t h e explos ives , cha rg ing t h e m , se t t ing t h e m o f f a n d m u c k i n g - o u t . 
Each r o c k f o r m a t i o n i n h a r d r o c k m i n i n g demands a p a r t i c u l a r c u t so these 
m e n h a d t o be t r a i n e d ( i n th i s case b y S w e d i s h m i n e r s ) a n d e x p e r i e n c e d i n 
o rde r t o secure t h e o p t i m u m foo t age . S i m i l a r l y , t h e scal ing d o w n a n d clear­
i n g o u t o f t h e headings r e q u i r e d s k i l l a n d k n o w l e d g e because o f t he dangers 
i n v o l v e d . Each i n d i v i d u a l d e v e l o p m e n t w o r k e r h a d t o possess th i s exper t i se . 
T h u s a l t h o u g h the sh i f t boss was genera l ly respons ib le f o r safety a n d t he 
ass ignment o f tasks, t h e m o d e o f p r o c e e d i n g a n d t he ac tua l obed ience t o 
safety r egu la t i ons was i n t he m a i n l e f t t o t he m i n e r s themselves w i t h o n l y 
occas iona l a n d i n f r e q u e n t supe rv i s ion . 

L i k e m o s t o f t h e u n d e r g r o u n d w o r k e r s , t he m a i n c o n t r o l t he c o m p a n y 
exerc ised over t h e m was t h r o u g h p a y m e n t a n d p a r t i c u l a r l y b o n u s systems. 
T h e i r bonuses w e r e p a i d o n t h e basis o f t he foo tage deve loped per s h i f t . 
T h e y w e r e t h u s , w i t h i n t he l i m i t s set b y t he c o m p a n y , i n a u t o n o m o u s c o n ­
t r o l o f t h i s c o m p o n e n t o f t h e i r p a y . C o m b i n e d w i t h t h e i r sk i l l s , exper ience 
a n d c o n t r o l , t he s o l i d a r i t y achieved t h r o u g h w o r k i n g t oge the r i n sma l l g roups 
w e l d e d t h e m i n t o a u n i t e d s ec t i on o f the w o r k f o r c e . E f f e c t i v e l y o t h e r m ine r s 
were d e p e n d e n t o n t h e i r p r o d u c t i v i t y w h i c h t e n d e d t o h e i g h t e n the percep­
t i o n o f separateness i n d u c e d b y t h e i r c o m p a r a t i v e l y h i g h wages. W h i l e t h e y 
were t h e h ighes t p a i d w o r k e r s a t t he m i n e , i t is i n t e r e s t i n g t h a t u p t o t w o -
t h i r d s o f t h e i r wages came f r o m o v e r t i m e a n d b o n u s p a y m e n t s . 

A l t h o u g h t h e processes i n v o l v e d i n t he p r o d u c t i o n phase were v i r t u a l l y 
t h e same, t h o u g h o n a larger scale, t he p r o d u c t i o n w o r k g r o u p was i n t e r n a l l y 
m u c h m o r e d i f f e r e n t i a t e d . Each step o f t he process was p e r f o r m e d b y d i f ­
f e r en t m e n , v i z . l o n g h o l e d r i l l e r s , l o n g h o l e chargers a n d m u c k e r - o u t e r s . 
E q u a l l y i m p o r t a n t l y , each o f these w o r k e r s was p a i d b o n u s at a d i f f e r e n t 
ra te . T h i s was ca l cu l a t ed as a percentage o f t he basic ra te w h i c h was p a i d o n 
t he basis o f p r o d u c t i o n " b r o u g h t o u t " , i .e . , t onnage o f ore t h a t w e n t t o the 
surface c a l c u l a t e d b y reference t o t he n u m b e r o f skips b r o u g h t u p pe r s h i f t . 
F o r these m e n o v e r t i m e a n d b o n u s p a y m e n t s also f o r m e d a s ign i f i can t p r o ­
p o r t i o n o f t h e i r earnings. O the r s w o r k i n g u n d e r g r o u n d w e r e also p a i d o n t he 
basis o f p r o d u c t i o n b u t t h e i r rates were i n general c o n s i d e r a b l y l o w e r . A s a 
resu l t t h e i r wages were a g o o d deal less, r e f l e c t i n g i n p a r t t he r a the r m a r g i n a l 
a n d d i v e r s i f i e d n a t u r e o f t h e i r tasks a n d t h e i r consequen t l ack o f s o l i d a r i t y . 
O n e r e l a t i v e l y w e l l - p a i d g r o u p a m o n g t h e m were t he crusher opera to r s b u t 
t h e y also f o r m e d a s o l i d a r y g r o u p w i t h separate ski l ls a n d exper i ence . 

Befo re t h e ore w e n t t o t he m i l l i t was c rushed , w h i l e i n t he m i l l va r ious 
c h e m i c a l processes w e r e a p p l i e d t o separate t h e va luab le ore b y f l o t a t i o n . 



T h e waste was p u m p e d i n t o t he ta i l ings p o n d , w h i l e the concen t ra tes were 
d r i e d a n d s h i p p e d o u t . I n m a n y ways the m i l l was s imi la r t o assembly l ine 
w o r k , w i t h t he general w o r k e r s o p e r a t i n g e q u i p m e n t supervised b y a m i l l 
sh i f t boss w h o was responsib le f o r the s m o o t h a n d e f f i c i en t r u n n i n g o f the 
p l a n t . He re one can l oca t e t he c ruc i a l f a c to r separa t ing the m i l l w o r k e r s f r o m 
those w o r k i n g u n d e r g r o u n d . Possessing f e w recogn i sed skil ls a n d even less 
a u t o n o m y , t h e y were i n n o real sense exerc i s ing c o n t r o l over t he w o r k p l a c e . 
T h e i r w o r k i n t he m a i n i n v o l v e d t he i n d i v i d u a l o p e r a t i o n o f m a c h i n e r y r a the r 
t h a n co-opera t ive tasks, a n d w h i l e there was some m o v e m e n t b e t w e e n j o b s , 
th is was u n d e r m a n a g e m e n t c o n t r o l r a the r t h a n at t h e behest o f the w o r k e r s . 
A l s o t h e leve l o f p r o d u c t i o n i n t he m i l l was d e p e n d e n t e n t i r e l y o n the p r o ­
d u c t i v i t y u n d e r g r o u n d so t h a t m i l l w o r k e r s d i d n o t regard themselves as c o n ­
t r o l l i n g th i s i m p o r t a n t aspect o f t h e i r w o r k . T h e i r levels o f pay were u p t o 
5 0 per cen t less t h a n those o f p r o d u c t i o n a n d d e v e l o p m e n t w o r k e r s . I n t he 
m a i n th is d i f f e r e n t i a l arose f r o m the ins ign i f i cance o f bonuses i n the pay o f 
m i l l w o r k e r s . 

I n t he o v e r g r o u n d sect ions o f t he m i n e , w o r k e r s i n the stores, l a b o r a t o r y 
a n d off ices o c c u p i e d separate w o r k space, e n j o y e d d i f f e r e n t c o n d i t i o n s o f 
e m p l o y m e n t a n d p a y m e n t a n d came t o regard themselves as a l m o s t separate 
w o r k f o r c e s . I n t h e u n d e r g r o u n d the re was n o p o s s i b i l i t y o f supervis ing a l l 
t he m e n w i t h t he w o r k systems t h e n i n use, so t h a t t he w o r k e r s the re had 
cons iderab le c o n t r o l over h o w a n d w h e n t h e y d i d t h e i r w o r k . T h e bonus 
sys tem d i c t a t e d t h a t t h e m e n h a d t o p r o d u c e a c e r t a i n m i n i m u m t o b r i n g 
t h e i r wages t o adequate levels . T h e r e is evidence t h a t af ter t he f i r s t f e w years 
o f u n d e r g r o u n d m i n i n g t he m e n began t o r e s t r i c t t h e i r o u t p u t t o these m i n i m a l 
levels. I n a d d i t i o n , i t seems t h a t some n i g h t sh i f t s , at least , r a r e l y w o r k e d t he 
f u l l s h i f t . T h i s was d o n e t h r o u g h the day shif ts n o t c l a i m i n g f o r the f u l l t o n ­
nage o r foo tage w h i c h t h e y h a d d o n e . A s a resu l t t he n i g h t c r ew h a d o n l y t o 
w o r k h a l f o r th ree-quar te rs o f t h e i r sh i f t t o m a k e u p t he r e q u i r e d o u t p u t . I t 
is d i f f i c u l t t o be c e r t a i n t h a t th i s was an eve ryday occur rence b u t t he i n t e r ­
viewees w h o c l a i m e d th i s seemed c o n v i n c e d t h a t th i s was t h e case. T h e y 
asserted t h a t b o t h senior a n d j u n i o r m a n a g e m e n t t u r n e d a b l i n d eye t o th i s 
p rac t i ce as t h e y were h a p p y so l o n g as o u t p u t r e m a i n e d at t he r e q u i r e d l eve l . 
I f a n y t h i n g th i s ind ica tes t h a t the c o m p a n y h a d set u p o u t p u t a n d b o n u s 
levels i n such a w a y as t o m a x i m i s e benef i t s f o r themselves . O n the surface 
there does n o t appear t o have been any real scope f o r c o n t r o l l i n g o u t p u t , as 
t he pace o f w o r k was essent ia l ly d e t e r m i n e d b y t he u n d e r g r o u n d o p e r a t i o n s . 

T h e d iv i s ions b e t w e e n t h e w o r k e r s , i n t e rms o f p a y m e n t , levels o f c o n t r o l 
a n d i m p o r t a n c e i n t he ove ra l l p r o d u c t i o n r o u t i n e h a d v e r y severe i m p l i c a t i o n s 
f o r w o r k e r s o l i d a r i t y . T h i s was ev iden t i n i n t e r v i e w s w i t h f o r m e r T y n a g h 
employees a n d is i l l u s t r a t e d b y t h e f o l l o w i n g quo t e s : " W e d i d n ' t have t o t ake 
any a c t i o n t o get t he b o n u s . I t was d r a w n o u t p r e t t y w e l l a l l r i g h t . W e ' d j u s t 



show t h e m t h e b e n e f i t w e w e r e t o t h e c o m p a n y , leave t h e m s t u c k occas iona l l y 
o r t h r e a t e n t h e m . " " P o w e r f ac t ions e v o l v e d w i t h i n t h e w o r k f o r c e , i .e . , elec­
t r i c i a n s , f i t t e r s , a n d mine r s a l l f o r m e d themselves i n t o cells i n o rde r t o 
squeeze m o r e concessions f r o m t h e c o m p a n y . I n those days a man ' s va lue 
was n o t measured b y his w o r k o u t p u t b u t r a the r b y his a b i l i t y t o s top p r o ­
d u c t i o n . " " W e were d o i n g w h a t t he c o m p a n y w a n t e d . A l l t he p u l l i n g against 
each o t h e r . I t t o o k a f e w years t o get t h e w o r k e r s t o u n i t e . " " T o o m a n y 
g roups i n t he m i n e d i d n ' t get any b o n u s w h i l e o thers g o t m o r e o r less. Manage­
m e n t p a i d some v e r y w e l l a n d o thers m u c h less, even i f t h e y were w o r k i n g 
i n t h e same c o n d i t i o n s . " T h e d iv i s ions w h i c h are o b v i o u s t o t h e e x t e r n a l 
observer w e r e also appa ren t a n d t h e i r i m p l i c a t i o n s e v i d e n t t o t he p a r t i c i p a n t s . 

Y e t , managemen t ' s c o n t r o l o f t h e l a b o u r process at T y n a g h was far f r o m 
t o t a l o r u n i l a t e r a l . T h e p h y s i c a l e n v i r o n m e n t o f t he m i n e a n d t he e x i s t i n g t ech ­
n o l o g y p l a c e d d e f i n i t e l i m i t a t i o n s o n c o n t r o l over t h e u n d e r g r o u n d m i n e r s 
w h o , as w e have seen, h a d cons iderab le r o o m f o r m a n o e u v r e . F r i e d m a n ' s 
( 1 9 7 7 ) d i s t i n c t i o n b e t w e e n " c e n t r a l " a n d " p e r i p h e r a l " w o r k e r s is p e r t i n e n t 
here . C e n t r a l w o r k e r s — i n o u r case t he u n d e r g r o u n d mine r s a n d i n p a r t i c u l a r 
t h e d e v e l o p m e n t w o r k e r s — were g r a n t e d a cons iderab le degree o f a u t o n o m y 
w h i l e t he o v e r g r o u n d crews a n d m i l l w o r k e r s were subject t o m o r e d i r e c t 
c o n t r o l , exerc ised t h r o u g h the w o r k o r g a n i s a t i o n a n d m a n i f e s t e d i n ru les , 
r egu l a t i ons a n d p rocedures . Consen t f r o m the a l l - i m p o r t a n t u n d e r g r o u n d 
mine r s was based o n n e g o t i a t i o n a n d t rade-of f s , i n w h i c h t he b o n u s sys tem 
p l a y e d a c e n t r a l r o l e . T h i s l a t t e r c o n t r o l s t ra tegy , as w e shal l see, o n l y h e l d 
g o o d w h i l e t he m i n e was i n f u l l p r o d u c t i o n . O u r research also shows t h a t t he 
sources o f managemen t ' s i n f l u e n c e a n d c o n t r o l have also t o be sough t i n 
fac tors t h a t o p e r a t e d o u t s i d e t he m i n e gate. 

V E X T E R N A L S O C I O - E C O N O M I C C O N T E X T 

T h e s igni f icance o f t h e l a b o u r process f o r w o r k e r c o n t r o l at T y n a g h is 
n o w e v i d e n t b u t w e suggest t h a t o n i t s o w n i t does n o t e x p l a i n t he l o w leve l 
o f w o r k e r s o l i d a r i t y a n d m i l i t a n c y . T o p r o v i d e a m o r e adequate e x p l a n a t i o n 
o t h e r f ac to r s have t o be i n t r o d u c e d . F i r s t , t he re is t h e geograph ica l a n d m o r e 
i m p o r t a n t l y t h e socia l d i v e r s i t y i n t h e m i n e r s ' b a c k g r o u n d . Gene ra l w o r k e r s 
w e r e i n t h e m a i n nat ives o f t h e s u r r o u n d i n g area a n d h a d e i the r w o r k e d o n 
t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f t he m i n e o r h a d some pe r sona l c o n t a c t t he r e . E l e c t r i c i a n s , 
f i t t e r s a n d carpenters were r e c r u i t e d over a w i d e r area b u t were m o s t l y f r o m 
C o u n t y G a l w a y o r s u r r o u n d i n g c o u n t i e s . A d v e r t i s e m e n t s f o r j u n i o r s t a f f 
w e r e i n i t i a l l y p l a c e d i n n a t i o n a l newspapers b u t those w i t h special exper t i se 
( m a i n l y i n m i n i n g a n d m e t a l l u r g y ) h a d t o be b r o u g h t i n f r o m a b r o a d . I n t he 
f i r s t phase t h e senior s t a f f w e r e v i r t u a l l y e n t i r e l y f o r e i g n b u t af ter 1973 m a n y 



o f these p o s i t i o n s w e r e f i l l e d b y I r i s h p e o p l e p r o m o t e d f r o m w i t h i n the corn-
p a y . W i t h i n t h e m a n u a l l a b o u r f o r c e , 75 pe r cen t w e r e d r a w n f r o m a f a r m i n g 
b a c k g r o u n d . T h e precise i m p l i c a t i o n s o f th i s f a c to r are d i f f i c u l t t o d e t e r m i n e 
b u t negat ive v iews o f f e l l o w w o r k e r s p a r t i c u l a r l y b e t w e e n f a rmer a n d n o n -
f a r m e r were f o r t h c o m i n g i n i n t e r v i e w s . " S o m e t i m e s t h e y w e n t o n s t r ike w h e n 
t h e y s h o u l d n ' t h a v e . " " W h e n the w e a t h e r was f ine t h e y w o u l d n ' t go near t he 
m a n a g e m e n t b e f o r e g o i n g o u t . T h e r e were t o o m a n y f a r m e r s . " " A l o t d i d n ' t 
m i n d c losure because t h e y h a d fa rms w e l l s t o c k e d f r o m the m i n e m o n e y . " 
" A g o o d percentage were f r o m f a r m i n g a n d t h e i r a t t i t u d e was t h a t i t was 
secondary t o t h e i r p o s i t i o n as f a rmer . T h e rest we re m o s t l y p r e p a r e d t o m o v e 
o n . " " I was w o r k i n g here a n d h a d t h e b i t o f savings t o f a l l b a c k o n b u t some 
o f t h e lads i n t o w n t h o u g h t the re was n o t o m o r r o w . S o m e o f t h e m were n o 
b e t t e r o f f t h a n w h e n i t s t a r t e d . " 

" F a r m e r s " a n d " n o n - f a r m e r s " also l i v e d apar t . A c o m p a c t r e s iden t i a l m i n ­
i n g c o m m u n i t y d i d n o t emerge as less t h a n 20 per cen t o f t he w o r k f o r c e 
res ided i n t h e nearest large t o w n ( L o u g h r e a , w i t h a p o p u l a t i o n 3 , 5 0 0 ) . T h e 
T y n a g h w o r k f o r c e d i d n o t f o r m a h o m o g e n e o u s res iden t i a l c o m m u n i t y a n d 
t he m a j o r i t y o f m ine r s were n o t t o t a l l y dependen t o n t h e m i n e f o r t h e i r l i v e l i ­
h o o d . T h i s l a t t e r p o i n t s h o u l d n o t be over emphasised as m o s t o f t h e " f a rmer s 
o w n e d o n l y v e r y sma l l a m o u n t s o f l a n d f r o m w h i c h t h e y d e r i v e d a m i n i m a l 
i n c o m e . M i n e r s f r o m the t o w n , h o w e v e r , w h o possessed n o resources b u t 
t h e i r c a p a c i t y t o w o r k , we re o f t he o p i n i o n t h a t t he farmers were p o t e n - . 
t i a l l y i n d e p e n d e n t o f t h e m i n e , we re i d e o l o g i c a l l y i n t u n e w i t h m a n a g e m e n t 
and were less w i l l i n g t o b e c o m e ac t ive i n i n d u s t r i a l a c t i o n . T h e r e is l i t t l e evi ­
dence , h o w e v e r , t o s h o w t h a t t h i s was a c t u a l l y t h e case. 

We have a l ready discussed t he n a t i o n a l c o n t e x t o f m i n i n g i n I r e l a n d i n t he 
1960s . I t is clear t h a t i n t h i s p e r i o d I r e l a n d was u n d e r g o i n g dependen t deve lop­
m e n t a n d t he m i n i n g b o o m was a s ign i f i can t p a r t o f t h i s . O n t h e r eg iona l l eve l , 
t he West o f I r e l a n d was t he p o o r e s t a n d least d e v e l o p e d area i n I r e l a n d w i t h 
l i m i t e d c a p a c i t y f o r genera t ing i n d e p e n d e n t g r o w t h . I n t he l o c a l area th i s 
d e p e n d e n t r e l a t i o n s h i p was expressed i n t he i n t e r a c t i o n b e t w e e n t h e c o m p a n y 
a n d the l o c a l c o m m u n i t y . The re was t h r o u g h o u t t he mine ' s h i s t o r y a clear 
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f t h e interests o f t he m i n i n g c o m p a n y w i t h t h a t o f the l o c a l 
" c o m m u n i t y " a n d the re are a n u m b e r o f e x p l a n a t i o n s f o r t h i s . T h e i m m e d i a t e 
area h a d been d e v o i d o f any m a j o r n o n - a g r i c u l t u r a l i n d u s t r y since the dec l ine 
o f l i n e n p r o d u c t i o n i n t h e m i d - n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y . T h e p e t t y bourgeoise 
w h o d o m i n a t e d t he t o w n h a d p r o v e d incapable o f genera t ing i n d e p e n d e n t 
e c o n o m i c g r o w t h a n d i n p u r s u i t o f i t s in terests i n e x p a n d i n g r e t a i l m a r k e t s 
h a d d e v o t e d t h e i r energies t o a t t r a c t i n g e x t e r n a l c a p i t a l w h i c h w o u l d p r o v i d e 
e m p l o y m e n t . T h e y were m o r e o n t he side o f m a n a g e m e n t at t he m i n e t h a n 
t he w o r k e r s , shar ing a c o m m o n i d e o l o g i c a l c o m m i t m e n t t o p r i va t e en terpr i se . 
T h e r e was also a close pe r sona l c o n t a c t b e t w e e n the l o c a l business e l i te a n d 



m i n e m a n a g e m e n t . M a n y o f t he l a t t e r were ac t ive i n t he l o c a l C h a m b e r o f 
C o m m e r c e . W h e n t h e n e w l y e lec ted C o a l i t i o n G o v e r n m e n t i n 1973 abo l i shed 
a t a x concess ion f o r m i n i n g , t h e C h a m b e r h e l d an emergency m e e t i n g a n d 
issued t he f o l l o w i n g s t a t e m e n t : 

We w i s h t o express o u r deep c o n c e r n w i t h regard t o t he p r o p o s e d e n d i n g 
o f t he t w e n t y years t a x concess ion g r a n t e d t o m i n i n g compan ie s opera t -
i n th i s S ta te , b y t he G o v e r n m e n t . We fear t h a t i f said concess ion is 
ended , as p r o p o s e d , t h a t th i s m a y have an adverse ef fec t o n e m p l o y m e n t 
at t he T y n a g h M i n e a n d c o n s e q u e n t l y o n t he e c o n o m y o f L o u g h r e a and 
D i s t r i c t w h e r e there is a l ready m u c h u n e m p l o y m e n t . We fear, t o o , t h a t 
t he p r o p o s e d change i n t he T a x S y s t e m w i t h regard t o t he M i n i n g I n d u s t r y 
m a y have a d e t r i m e n t a l ef fect o n the I n d u s t r i a l D e v e l o p m e n t P r o g r a m m e , 
b y d i s cou rag ing f o r e i g n in teres ts f r o m es tab l i sh ing p l a n n e d n e w indus t r i e s 
here unless t h e y are:assured o f a c o n t i n u a t i o n o f t he t a x i n c e n t i v e s a n d 
g ran t a i d a l ready i n o p e r a t i o n i n th i s S ta te . 

Business a n d r ec r ea t i ona l con tac t s ensured t h a t b o t h l o c a l e l i t e a n d manage­
m e n t u n d e r s t o o d a n d app rec i a t ed t he o the r ' s p o s i t i o n . N o r t h g a t e f r e q u e n t l y 
sponsored l o c a l events , e.g., t he Seven Spr ings Fes t iva l a n d the C h a m b e r o f 
C o m m e r c e ' s p r o m o t i o n a l b r o c h u r e . T h e c o m p a n y also o f f e r e d t o p r o v i d e 
£ 3 0 , 0 0 0 t o w a r d s t he c o n s t r u c t i o n o f a Spor t s a n d Soc ia l C e n t r e , p r i m a r i l y 
fo r t he m i n e emp loyees , b u t also t o be used b y t he p e o p l e o f L o u g h r e a . T h i s 
p r o j e c t f e l l t h r o u g h because n o n e o f t he mine ' s employees p r o d u c e d a design 
f o r t he c e n t r e ; b u t locals t e n d e d t o b l a m e themselves o r t o w n bod ies f o r t he 
fa i lu re t o secure th i s f a c i l i t y . F i n a l l y , t he c o m p a n y d o n a t e d p a r t o f a site w h i c h 
i t o w n e d o n t he shores o f L o u g h r e a L a k e , t o t he t o w n o f L o u g h r e a . A l t h o u g h 
there have been some p r o b l e m s a b o u t t he g i f t , t he C o u n t y C o u n c i l is n o w 
d e v e l o p i n g i t as a f a c i l i t y f o r the p e o p l e o f the t o w n . These va r ious fac tors 
c o m b i n e d t o ensure t h a t the l o c a l e l i te (even i f t h e y were capable o f c o n ­
s ider ing i t ) w o u l d n o t a t t e m p t t o k i l l t h e goose " t h a t l a i d the g o l d e n eggs". 
T h u s , f o r a sma l l e x p e n d i t u r e , t h e c o m p a n y assured themselves o f t he acqu i ­
escence o f , a n d acceptance f r o m , those w h o d o m i n a t e d Loughrea ' s e c o n o m y 
a n d socia l s t r u c t u r e . 

V I T R A D E U N I O N O R G A N I S A T I O N A N D W O R K E R R E S I S T A N C E 

A s w e have a l ready i n d i c a t e d there was some r e s t r i c t i o n o f o u t p u t at t he 
m i n e , r e f l e c t i n g , w i t h i n t he parameters set b y m a n a g e m e n t , t he divergence 
o f in teres ts b e t w e e n e m p l o y e r s a n d w o r k e r s . We n o w e x a m i n e t h e o v e r t c o n ­
f l i c t s i n i n d u s t r i a l r e l a t i ons . I t t o o k some t i m e f o r u n i o n s t o b e c o m e es tabl ished 
at T y n a g h . D u r i n g the c o n s t r u c t i o n phase t he w o r k e r s o n t he site were 



e m p l o y e d b y va r ious c o n t r a c t o r s . A s a resu l t u n i o n i s a t i o n levels were l o w a n d 
v a r i e d f r o m e m p l o y e r t o e m p l o y e r . L i k e m o s t m a j o r c o n s t r u c t i o n p r o g r a m m e s , 
T y n a g h h a d i ts fa i r share o f i n d u s t r i a l c o n f l i c t a n d stoppages. H o w e v e r , d u r i n g 
th is p e r i o d these t e n d e d t o be r e l a t i v e l y s h o r t a n d have l i t t l e i m p a c t . W h e n 
t h e m i n e w e n t i n t o p r o d u c t i o n the large n u m b e r s o f f i t t e r s a n d e lec t r ic ians 
e m p l o y e d b r o u g h t w i t h t h e m t h e i r c ra f t u n i o n s . These were f o l l o w e d i n t o 
t he m i n e b y t he I r i s h T r a n s p o r t a n d Genera l W o r k e r s ' U n i o n . A t n o stage was 
a c losed shop a r r angemen t n e g o t i a t e d . R a t h e r , i t seems u n i o n s were f o r m e d b y 
t h e w o r k e r s a n d t he c o m p a n y r e l u c t a n t l y agreed t o nego t i a t e w i t h t h e m . A l l 
b u t one o f t h e u n i o n s at t h e m i n e were t h e n es tabl ished w h e n t h e m i n e w e n t 
i n t o f u l l p r o d u c t i o n . T h e c o m p a n y ' s a t t i t u d e seems t o have been t h a t a l t h o u g h 
t h e y w o u l d have p r e f e r r e d t h e m i n e t o be n o n - u n i o n i s e d t h e y regarded u n i o n i ­
sa t ion as a fait accompli a n d as i nev i t ab l e i n t he I r i s h c o n t e x t . T h e r e f o r e , a l­
t h o u g h t h e y f r e q u e n t l y c o m p l a i n e d a b o u t u n i o n in t e r f e rence i n w h a t t h e y saw 
as p u r e l y m a n a g e m e n t dec is ions , e.g., m a n n i n g a n d p r o m o t i o n , there were n o 
r e c o g n i t i o n p r o b l e m s f o r the u n i o n s represen t ing t he general w o r k f o r c e . 

T h e I r i s h T r a d e U n i o n m o v e m e n t h a d l i t t l e exper ience o f o rgan i s ing mine r s 
a n d m a n y o f t he w o r k e r s be l i eved t h a t t h e u n i o n s d i d n o t u n d e r s t a n d t he 
issues i n v o l v e d . T h i s v i e w was s u m m a r i s e d b y one e x - m i n e r w h e n he s ta ted 
t h a t : " I f o u n d t h a t t he T r a d e U n i o n o f f i c i a l s d i d n o t have a p r o p e r grasp o f 
w h a t m i n i n g e n t a i l e d , a n d t he r e fo r e were n o t i n a p r o p e r p o s i t i o n t o under ­
s t and t he grievances o f t h e i r m e m b e r s . T h e y d i d n ' t have f i r s t h a n d exper ience 
o f t h e k i n d s o f c o n d i t i o n s t h e i r m e m b e r s were w o r k i n g i n a n d t he h e a l t h a n d 
safety aspects o f m i n i n g " . O the r s c l a i m e d t h a t t he p r i n c i p a l reason f o r i n a c t i o n 
was t h e w o r k e r s ' o w n ignorance a n d l a c k o f exper i ence o f t rade u n i o n i s m : 
" T h e l o c a l lads d i d n ' t realise w h a t t he u n i o n c o u l d do f o r t h e m . We w o r k e d 
i n v e r y b a d c o n d i t i o n s because w e d i d n ' t realise t h a t w e d i d n ' t have t o i f w e 
r e p o r t e d t o t he U n i o n . T h e r e were e x t r e m e l y b a d c o n d i t i o n s i n t he ear ly 
stages w i t h dus t , l a c k o f v e n t i l a t i o n a n d diesel f u m e s . " O n l y 19 pe r cen t o f 
t he ex-miners i n t e r v i e w e d f e l t t h a t t he u n i o n s h a d d o n e a g o o d j o b . A t t he 
same t i m e t h e o r g a n i s a t i o n o f p r o d u c t i o n made t he b u i l d i n g o f a s t r o n g t rade 
u n i o n m o v e m e n t m o r e d i f f i c u l t . Some mine r s suggested t h a t w h e n i t came t o 
t a k i n g a c t i o n , t h e w o r k e r s were r e l u c t a n t t o b a c k t h e i r u n i o n s . " T h e u n i o n 
is the w o r k e r s . T h e r e was t o o m u c h d isagreement . S o l i d a r i t y d isappeared at 
t he c r u n c h so the re was n o rea l u n i o n . T h a t is t h e I r i s h n a t u r e b u t i t was par­
t i c u l a r l y t r u e o f T y n a g h " ( e x - w o r k e r ) . 

T h r o u g h o u t m o s t o f t h e m i n e ' s o p e r a t i o n t h e w o r k e r s e n d u r e d p o o r w o r k ­
i n g c o n d i t i o n s a n d r e l a t i v e l y l o w wages w i t h o u t i n d u s t r i a l a c t i o n . I n F e b r u a r y 
1 9 6 9 , c r a f t s m e n at t h e m i n e w e n t o n s t r i ke f o r a wage increase. T h i s d i spu te 
las ted f o r 10 days a n d t h e c o m p a n y se t t l ed i t b y b r e a k i n g a w a y f r o m the 
Fede ra t ed U n i o n o f E m p l o y e r s ( t h e m a i n e m p l o y e r s ' o r g a n i s a t i o n i n I r e l a n d ) 
a n d increas ing c ra f t smen ' s wages t o 1 0 s / 2 d per h o u r . I n a d d i t i o n t h e y gave 



t h e m a d d i t i o n a l increases, a l u m p s u m and a b u i l t - i n b o n u s . H o w e v e r , th i s was 
m e r e l y a p r e l u d e t o a m u c h longer s toppage i n v o l v i n g a l l t he w o r k e r s w h i c h 
c losed t he m i n e f r o m J u l y t o O c t o b e r o f 1 9 6 9 . T h e w o r k e r s were l o o k i n g f o r 
10s /5d " c o n d i t i o n s m o n e y " w h i c h n e i t h e r the c o m p a n y n o r the L a b o u r C o u r t 
we re w i l l i n g t o g r a n t . T h i s t i m e i t was the I r i s h T r a n s p o r t a n d Genera l W o r k e r s ' 
U n i o n , t he largest u n i o n i n I r e l a n d a n d t h e i r m e m b e r s w h i c h were p u r s u i n g 
t he c l a i m . F r o m m i d n i g h t o n J u n e 6 t h , 1 9 6 9 a l l w o r k at the m i n e , i n c l u d i n g 
d e v e l o p m e n t o f t he n e w t u n n e l , ceased. T h r o u g h o u t the f o l l o w i n g m o n t h s 
t he d i spu te r e m a i n e d d e a d l o c k e d , w i t h n e i t h e r side p r e p a r e d t o give g r o u n d . 
W h i l e m a n a g e m e n t d i d m a k e a n u m b e r o f o f fe r s , these were a l l r e j ec ted b y 
t he w o r k e r s as i n s u f f i c i e n t . H o w e v e r , i n O c t o b e r t he d i spu te was se t t l ed w i t h 
t he w o r k e r s r ece iv ing t he v e r y smal l increase o f 2s pe r h o u r . T h i s was t he o n l y 
s ign i f i can t s t r i ke at t he m i n e u n t i l t he m a j o r c o n f r o n t a t i o n over r e d u n d a n c y 
t e rms i n 1 9 7 8 . 

Desp i t e t h e i m p a c t o f fac tors i n t he w o r k p l a c e a n d ou t s ide , w h i c h w e dis­
cussed i n p r ev ious sect ions , t h e w o r k e r s at T y n a g h d i d e v e n t u a l l y t ake o n t he 
c o m p a n y . B o t h ore grades a n d p r o d u c t i v i t y began t o dec l ine i n t he ear ly 
1970s a n d r u m o u r s o f t h e mine ' s c losure w e r e r i f e . T h e w o r k e r s l a c k e d even 
basic k n o w l e d g e o f t he mine ' s poss ible v i a b i l i t y a n d d u r a t i o n . A n t i c i p a t i n g 
c losure t h e y focused o n t he issue o f r e d u n d a n c y . M a n y mine r s f e l t t h a t t h e y 
w o u l d have t o secure some agreement w h i l e t h e y s t i l l h a d some leverage over 
t he c o m p a n y . R e d u n d a n c y n e g o t i a t i o n s were c o m m e n c e d b y the u n i o n s i n 
v e r y u n p r o p i t i o u s c i r cums tances . Newspape r r epo r t s based o n c o m p a n y i n f o r ­
m a t i o n p r e d i c t e d ear ly c losure . T h e c o m p a n y refused t o pay a N a t i o n a l Wage 
A g r e e m e n t increase a n d d e m a n d e d t h a t any r e d u n d a n c y package be d i r e c t l y 
l i n k e d t o p r o d u c t i v i t y . D e s p i t e a d r a m a t i c increase i n p r o d u c t i o n i n A p r i l -
M a y 1 9 7 8 , m a n a g e m e n t m a i n t a i n e d i t s u n c o m p r o m i s i n g stance. I t was at t h i s 
p o i n t t h a t t he w o r k e r s real ised t h a t t h e y shared a single ob j ec t ive a n d t h a t 
t h e i r u n i t e d e f fo r t s w o u l d be m o r e e f fec t ive . A s a resu l t t h e y f o r m e d an across-
m i n e w o r k e r s ' c o m m i t t e e w h i c h h a d as m e m b e r s representat ives o f a l l t he 
d i f f e r e n t u n i o n s . E f f e c t i v e l y t h i s m e a n t t h a t i t spoke f o r a l l t he p e o p l e w o r k ­
i n g at t he m i n e e x c e p t senior m a n a g e m e n t . ( J u n i o r m a n a g e m e n t h a d f o r m e d 
a b r a n c h o f T h e A m a l g a m a t e d U n i o n o f E n g i n e e r i n g W o r k e r s — T e c h n i c a l 
a n d Supe rv i so ry S t a f f some years be fo re i n spi te o f cons iderab le c o m p a n y 
pressure.) G r a d u a l l y t h i s b o d y t o o k charge o f n e g o t i a t i o n s o n r e d u n d a n c y . 
" T h e u n i o n w e r e n ' t w e l l i n f o r m e d i n m y o p i n i o n . T h e y w e r e d o i n g a l o t o f 
p u s s y f o o t i n g a r o u n d , p e o p l e were f r u s t r a t e d a n d t i m e was r u n n i n g o u t . Wheels 
w o u l d have t o t u r n so t h e y were b l a m e d f o r w h a t was n o t h a p p e n i n g . " 
A m i d the g r o w i n g u n c e r t a i n t y a n d c o n f u s i o n , w i t h t he d i res t p r e d i c t i o n s 
c o n s t a n t l y appea r ing i n t h e Press a n d e m a n a t i n g f r o m the m a n a g e m e n t , i t was 
fe l t b y J u n e 1 9 7 8 t h a t a c t i o n b y t h e w o r k e r s was n o w ca l l ed f o r . " F r o m the 
w o r k e r s ' p o i n t o f v i e w w e f e l t t h a t o u r o n l y leverage at t h a t t i m e was a f u l l 



shed o f ore i n G a l w a y . T h e o n l y pressure w e c o u l d b r i n g o n t he c o m p a n y at 
t h a t t i m e was t o s top t h a t g o i n g o u t . T i m e was against us. I n p a r t i c u l a r w e 
f e l t t h a t t h e U n i o n s were n o t p u t t i n g i n e n o u g h e f f o r t a t a l l . " T h e y t h e r e f o r e 
gave an u l t i m a t u m : enter m e a n i n g f u l n e g o t i a t i o n s o r n o m o r e ore w o u l d be 
a l l o w e d t o leave t h e c o u n t r y . T h e c o m p a n y refused t o nego t i a t e a n d w h e n 
t w o ore ships a r r i v e d at t he e n d o f J u n e 1 9 7 8 , t he employees at t he docks 
were suspended f o r r e fus ing t o l o a d t h e m . A l l t h e c o m p a n y ' s employees were 
p u t o n p r o t e c t i v e n o t i c e a n d o n t he 1 0 t h J u l y t he gates o f t h e c o m p a n y were 
l o c k e d against t h e w o r k e r s due t o " l a c k o f storage space". 

T h e ensuing b i t t e r d i spu te las ted six m o n t h s . Because i t was n e i t h e r an 
o f f i c i a l a c t i o n n o r a s t r i k e , n o n e o f t h e m e n rece ived s t r i ke p a y . Y e t , due t o 
t he fac t t h a t t h e y were i n d i spu te w i t h t h e i r e m p l o y e r s t h e y c o u l d n o t get 
a n y socia l w e l f a r e p a y m e n t s . A s a consequence m a n y o f t h e m h a d t o r e l y o n 
p a r t - t i m e w o r k o r t he S u p p l e m e n t a r y Wel fa re A l l o w a n c e m e r e l y t o survive . 
T o m a n y o f t he m i n e r s t h i s seemed t o i n d i c a t e a "s tarve t h e m b a c k t o w o r k " 
s t ra tegy w h i c h h e i g h t e n e d t h e i r resolve. T h i s d e t e r m i n a t i o n t o see t he d i spu te 
t h r o u g h was r e i n f o r c e d w h e n the c o m p a n y used a H i g h C o u r t I n j u n c t i o n 
( i n c l u d i n g t h e t h r e a t o f j a i l f o r c o n t e m p t f o r t he w o r k e r s ' c o m m i t t e e ) t o 
l i m i t p i c k e t i n g o f t h e i r premises . M a t t e r s came t o a head w h e n the c o m m i t t e e 
organised a p r o t e s t m a r c h t o t h e c o m p a n y ' s headquar te r s . W h e n t h e y g o t the re 
t h e y were l o c k e d o u t w h i c h was t he f i n a l p r o v o c a t i o n f o r m a n y m i n e r s . T h e y 
b r o k e i n t o t he o f f i c e a n d d e m a n d e d t h a t serious n e g o t i a t i o n s be u n d e r t a k e n . 
T h i s seems t o have p r e c i p i t a t e d a c t i o n as t he d i spu te was se t t l ed w i t h i n a 
w e e k a n d o n t he 1 8 t h D e c e m b e r 1 9 7 8 , t he m e n v o t e d t o go b a c k t o w o r k o n 
r e d u n d a n c y t e rms s i g n i f i c a n t l y b e t t e r t h a n those o r i g i n a l l y o f f e r e d . 

I n e x p l a i n i n g i n d u s t r i a l c o n f l i c t i n I r e l a n d m u c h emphasis has been p l a c e d 
o n t h e success f o r e i g n f i r m s have achieved t h r o u g h l o n g - t e r m e m p l o y e e rela­
t i o n s p o l i c i e s . A l t h o u g h N o r t h g a t e was u n u s u a l i n t he West o f I r e l a n d c o n t e x t 
i n t h e range o f benef i t s i t made avai lable t o some w o r k e r s (e .g . , h o u s i n g a n d 
e d u c a t i o n ) , t he re is l i t t l e evidence o f a c o h e r e n t i n d u s t r i a l r e l a t ions p o l i c y . I t 
is s t r i k i n g t h a t t h e t w o m a i n d isputes at t h e m i n e s h o u l d have been se t t l ed 
b y i n f o r m a l n e g o t i a t i o n s b e t w e e n the m e n a n d t he d i r e c t o r s . A n I D A survey 
( 1 9 8 4 ) o u t l i n e d t w o basic approaches t o i n d u s t r i a l r e l a t ions i n I r e l a n d ; the 
e m p l o y e e r e l a t i ons s t ra tegy , emphas i s ing d i spu te m i n i m i s a t i o n t h r o u g h per­
sonne l m a n a g e m e n t ; a n d t h e i n d u s t r i a l r e l a t ions s t ra tegy , emphas i s ing n e g o t i ­
a t ions w i t h u n i o n s i n c o n f l i c t s i t ua t i ons . T h e p o l i c y emphasis a t T y n a g h par­
t i c u l a r l y at crisis p o i n t s , was o n d i r e c t n e g o t i a t i o n s w i t h t he w o r k e r s . 

V I I C O N C L U S I O N 

N o r t h g a t e ' s ob j ec t i ve at T y n a g h was t he r a p i d d e v e l o p m e n t a n d e x p l o i t a ­
t i o n o f t h e h ighes t grades o f o re . T h e c o m p a n y was able t o t ake advantage o f 



the generous t a x concessions a n d generate p r o f i t s w h i c h c o u l d be used t o p a y 
o f f i ts debts a n d be t he basis o f f u t u r e ven tu res . I n t he successful f u r the rance 
o f th i s goa l i t possessed s ign i f i can t p o w e r resources w h i c h i n c l u d e d a m o n o ­
p o l y o f k n o w l e d g e a n d exper ience a n d f o r m i d a b l e f i n a n c i a l assets. T h e one 
g r o u p w h o c o u l d have o p p o s e d t he c o m p a n y , t h e m i n e r s , h a d also an i m p o r ­
t a n t resource , t h e i r l a b o u r p o w e r . T h e i r c apac i ty t o m o b i l i s e t h i s resource 
was c o n t i n g e n t o n ove ra l l s o l i d a r i t y . T h i s d i d n o t mater ia l i se u n t i l t he m i n e ' s 
f u t u r e was v e r y m u c h i n d o u b t . G o o d i n d u s t r i a l r e l a t ions were c e n t r a l t o t h e 
success o f t h e c o m p a n y ' s o b j e c t i v e . B y c o m b i n i n g a r e l a t i v e l y l o w basic wage 
w i t h g o o d b o n u s a n d o v e r t i m e ( w h i c h increased r a p i d l y t o w a r d s t he u p p e r 
e n d o f t he scale) managemen t ensured a s i t u a t i o n w h e r e t he m e n were w o r k i n g 
t oge the r t o s h o r t e n t he l i f e span o f t he m i n e . O n e e x - w o r k e r s u m m a r i s e d as 
f o l l o w s : " A n y o n e w i l l w o r k e x t r a f o r t he m o n e y even i f i t is k i l l i n g t he j o b . 
I t was b e t t e r f o r I r i s h Base M e t a l s b u t b a d f o r t he w o r k e r s . T h e basic wage 
was l o w e r there t h a n eve rywhe re else." Spa t i a l a n d task d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n at 
t he m i n e was such as t o successfully t r a n s f o r m m a n a g e m e n t - w o r k e r c o n f l i c t s 
i n t o i n t r a e m p l o y e e c o m p e t i t i o n . T h e c o m b i n a t i o n o f t he b o n u s sys tem a n d 
sec t iona l d iv i s ions o f s k i l l a n d p o w e r r e su l t ed i n c o n f l i c t , m o s t o f t e n t a k i n g 
t he f o r m o f l a t e r a l struggles. 

Y e t m a n a g e m e n t c o n t r o l o f t he l a b o u r process was far f r o m abso lu te a n d 
v a r i e d b e t w e e n the m i n e ' s sect ions a n d c e r t a i n l y t he m i n e owne r s a n d manage­
m e n t were n o t p r e o c c u p i e d w i t h t he issue o f c o n t r o l . We w o u l d c o n c u r w i t h 
L i t t l e r a n d Sa laman ( 1 9 8 2 ) " t h a t t he f i r s t p r i o r i t y o f c a p i t a l i s m is a ccumula ­
t i o n , n o t c o n t r o l . C o n t r o l becomes a c o n c e r n w h e n p r o f i t a b i l i t y is t h r e a t e n e d " 
( p . 2 6 5 ) . W o r k e r s ' b e h a v i o u r at t he m i n e was s t r o n g l y i n f l u e n c e d b y fac tors 
e x t e r n a l t o t he l a b o u r process. These i n c l u d e d va r i a t i ons i n t h e spa t ia l a n d 
class b a c k g r o u n d o f t he w o r k f o r c e , t he a m b i v a l e n t a t t i t u d e t o t r ade u n i o n s 
and t he l a t t e r s ' i nexpe r i ence i n m i n i n g s i t u a t i o n s , t h e d e p e n d e n c y n o t o n l y 
o f t he w o r k f o r c e b u t t he w i d e r c o m m u n i t y o n t he m i n e f o r e m p l o y m e n t 
a n d t he s u p p o r t f o r , a n d a l l iance b e t w e e n , t he l o c a l e l i te a n d m i n e manage­
m e n t . T h i s case i l lus t r a t e s t he p o i n t t h a t t he s u b o r d i n a t i o n o f l a b o u r c a n n o t 
be u n d e r s t o o d at t h e leve l o f t h e l a b o u r process a lone . T y n a g h also ind ica tes 
t h a t t he m a n u f a c t u r e a n d m a n i p u l a t i o n o f " c o n s e n t " c a n n o t be abso lu te , as 
t he r e d u n d a n c y d i spu te i l lus t ra tes . H o w e v e r , th i s was essent ia l ly a v e r y shor t -
t e r m g a i n , u l t i m a t e l y l ead ing t o t he c o m p a n y ' s w i s h , t he mine ' s c losure . 
A s one e x - m i n e r p u t i t : " T h e w o r k e r s go t w h a t t h e y w a n t e d a n d t h e c o m p a n y 
g o t w h a t i t w a n t e d . P r o f i t s secure, i t c losed T y n a g h a n d l e f t w i t h a c lean shee t . " 
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