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The “Tremendous Social Force” of Language: The Upper Clyde Shipbuilders Work-In and Heath’s U-
Turn 

 
Chik Collins 
 

“Each word, as we know, is a little arena for the clash and criss-crossing of different oriented social 
accents. A word in the mouth of a particular individual person is a product of the living interaction 
of social forces.” (V.N.  Vološinov)1 

 
Introduction 
There are various aspects of the experience and legacy of the 1971-72 Upper Clyde Shipbuilders (UCS) 
Work-In which could be foregrounded in marking its 50th anniversary. Here, I have been asked to reflect 
on the importance of the language deployed by those leading the struggle in creating and sustaining 
support for the work-in, and ultimately in forcing the Conservative government of Edward Heath to 
abandon, not just its policy of forcing the closure of the UCS consortium, but also its wider policy for 
remaking the British economy and society along proto-neo-liberal lines.  
 Ultimately, I will argue that language was an intensely active element throughout the UCS 
struggle, and that it was to be of decisive importance to the overall success of the work-in at critical 
points (one of which this article will later focus upon). Indeed, without the carefully developed language 
which so successfully legitimized the workers’ struggle in the minds of broad swathes of British society, 
and the highly skilled – arguably inspired – further elaboration of that language by key individuals in 
responding to the most potent attacks on the work-in, the struggle would most likely have collapsed in 
its early months.  
 In that case, it can be argued that subsequent political history would have been likely to be 
different, and perhaps very different. The leading role of the UCS struggle in precipitating the policy 
change, which was ultimately to become the stark policy ‘U-turn’ of Heath’s government, has been 
widely acknowledged.2  Were the struggle not to have been sustained, that U-turn – one of the defining 
moments of late 20th Century political history – may well not have taken place and the ensuing internal 
processes in the Conservative Party which were to lead to Margaret Thatcher becoming leader would 
have had a quite different basis. Were Thatcher to have become leader, she could not have become the 
‘lady’ who was ‘not for turning’.3 
 In making this argument, the suggestion is not that language was somehow of more 
fundamental importance in this particular episode of labour history than in others. Rather, the 
suggestion is that both the historical events, and also the available sources – including the unusually rich 
language sources4 – provide a particularly good opportunity to grasp and to reflect upon the salience of 
language as an active element in processes of sociopolitical conflict more generally, and also provide a 
basis on which to invite others to seek to grasp and reflect upon its salience in other contexts. 
 Given these claims about the salience of language in historical processes, readers may be 
anticipating that the analysis to follow will be based on some philosophically idealist framework – one 
which elevates language itself to some kind of determining position in social life. However, the analysis 
is based on the thoroughly materialist perspectives first elaborated by writers in the Soviet Union in the 
1920s and early 1930s.  This is a largely Marxist perspective in which linguistic processes are understood 
as vital, and always integral, aspects of the wider material process in which human agents, through both 
collaboration and conflict, actively create their own history. Indeed, this is something which was itself at 
the very least implicitly understood by those leading the UCS struggle – and in particular by its most 
prominent leader, Jimmy Reid. We will return to this observation later. 
 In what follows, an overview of the context of the work-in will be provided, followed by an 
outline of the perspective on language elaborated by the Soviet theorists mentioned above. Then, a 
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more specific analysis of the language deployed by both the government and by the leadership of the 
work-in will be presented, with a particular focus on a highly critical moment in the struggle from the 
later part of September 1971 – when the government sought to mobilise the official trade union 
movement, and with that a social democratic language of co-operation, to bring the work-in to an 
abrupt end. The analysis will show, using the conceptual framework of the theorists mentioned above, 
how the leading stewards first rebuffed and then expropriated the linguistic ‘weapons’ deployed by the 
government – and turned those weapons back on the government itself, with dramatic effect. In doing 
all of this, I will be drawing freely on the definitive account of the work-in provided by John Foster and 
Charles Woolfson, and on previous work focused on the language of the struggle by both myself and 
Foster and Woolfson5.  
 
The UCS, the Selsdon Agenda, the Work-In, and the U-Turn 
After World War 2, the Conservative Party suspended its commitment to classical economics and 
accommodated itself to social democratic interventionism – including large-scale intervention in 
industry. However, prior to the 1970 General Election, there was a concerted attempt to reverse that, 
resulting in a radical new free market policy agenda developed during a shadow cabinet conference at 
Selsdon Park, Croydon. The vision was for Britain to become a modern, fast-growing industrial economy, 
in advance of joining what was then the European Economic Community. To achieve this, government 
was to disengage from industry. Strong and independent business concerns would flourish, it was 
suggested, while the weak and dependent would be ‘allowed’ to fail. More broadly, this ‘Selsdon 
agenda’ sought a wider socio-economic reconfiguration, with a much-weakened trade union movement 
and reduced social welfare. Soon, Edward Heath was Prime Minister and was making it very clear that 
these policies would be implemented.6  
 Shipbuilding on the Clyde was to become a test-case for this agenda. The post-war decades had 
seen substantial decline of the industry, in substantial part due to the failure of the owners to re-invest.  
The 1964-1970 Labour government had sought a new future for the yards through the formation of the 
Upper Clyde Shipbuilders consortium, composed of five yards – Connell’s (at Scotstoun), Yarrow’s (also 
at Scotstoun), Stephen’s (at Linthouse), Brown’s (at Clydebank) and Fairfield’s (at Govan). The 
consortium, in which government had a substantial holding, was by 1971 progressing towards 
profitability – based on a full order book. 
 However, for the new government, the very existence of the consortium was deeply 
problematic. A confidential 1969 memorandum by one of its junior members, Nicholas Ridley, drawing 
on discussions with key Scottish business interests, identified the yards, not just as an example of state 
supported industry at odds with what was to become the Selsdon agenda, but as a key source of 
developing trade union power – with rank-and-file shop stewards, including active Communist Party of 
Great Britain members in leading roles (Jimmy Airlie, Jimmy Reid and Sam Barr, amongst others), 
progressively uniting a hitherto sectionally divided workforce in successful, common battles to improve 
pay and conditions. One industrialist portrayed these developments as “a cancer eating into the whole 
of Clydeside industrial life”. Ridley’s memorandum proposed that the consortium be “dealt with by a 
government ‘butcher’”, whose role would be “to cut up and to sell cheaply to the Lower Clyde and 
others the assets”, prior to the selling of the government holding “even for a pittance”.7 
 The mechanism for bringing down the consortium was to be the withholding of government 
trade credit guarantees linked to UCS – thus allowing the consortium to be portrayed as a “lame duck”.8 
This was first done in October 1970, but the consortium managed to obtain credit from its banks – thus 
delaying the crisis. Another cause of delay was Ridley’s personal desire to re-establish the Yarrow’s yard 
as an independent entity, prior to closing the rest of UCS, combined with the fact that the Yarrow’s 
division was to prove to be £4.5m in debt on its warship production. The Ministry of Defence was duly 
persuaded to provide the necessary handout and in January 1971 Yarrow’s was refloated as a separate 
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company. 9  According to his autobiography, Sir Eric Yarrow broke out the champagne when the £4.5m 
came through,10 but this situation also meant a temporary restoration of credit guarantees to the UCS – 
to avoid accusations of uneven dealings. A further delay arose when Rolls Royce went bust in February 
1971 – meaning that a leading private sector ‘lame duck’ with important US defence contracts had to be 
rescued by government, and in fact nationalized. 
 Come mid-May, however, government thought it safe to return to its policy for ‘lame ducks’ in 
the semi-state shipbuilding sector – these, the Cabinet agreed, “should be allowed to collapse”, and the 
private sector should then be encouraged to “re-establish” on its own terms.11 So, when in mid-June the 
UCS faced a short-term solvency crisis – largely arising from the previous withholding of trade credit 
guarantees – government assistance was very publicly denied.   
 The government moved both to appoint a provisional liquidator and also, for cover, to appoint 
an expert group to report on the potential commercial viability of the yards.12 The group, which the 
stewards were to refer to as “the wise men”, was to report towards the end of July. In the interregnum, 
the shop stewards representing the workers, utilising the substantial authority they had established in 
the preceding years, both prepared their strategy for opposition and mobilised widespread support for 
their case.13  
 The three-page report of “the wise men”, however, was ultimately not to be what the 
government had hoped for – or expected. Its recommendation was that a commercially viable entity 
could in fact be created based on two of the four yards. With great reluctance, in large part due to 
nervousness about the likely leaking of Ridley’s 1969 memorandum (which had been mentioned in 
Parliament by Tony Benn during the summer, though without a copy yet having been produced), the 
government accepted the recommendation to create a new, smaller company, based on the Govan and 
Linthouse yards – employing some 2500 of the total 8,000 UCS workforce. So that the new company 
would be ‘competitive’ (and to appease the industrial interests which had been lobbying for wholesale 
closure), these workers, the government now insisted, would have to be expected to accept a 
diminution in both wages and conditions.14 The other two yards, at Clydebank (Brown’s) and Scotstoun 
(Connel’s) were to be closed forthwith.  
  The workforce responded by taking possession of the yards and beginning a highly novel ‘work-
in’ for ‘the right to work’, led by a Co-ordinating Committee of shop stewards from across the four yards 
– with the individuals already mentioned above in leading positions. When their case met with a wave of 
public sympathy, Heath responded: “It would simply not be a sensible use of economic and human 
resources to go on pouring public money into such an enterprise.”15 The UCS was precisely the kind of 
‘lame duck’ which had to be seen to be allowed to fail if the country was to realize: “that the cosy old 
days were over and a new ‘stand on your own feet’ era had dawned”.16 (Roth, 1972, p. 217).  
 However, within months, the government, with both a workable parliamentary majority and 
some overt ideological conviction, had completely abandoned its specific objective for the UCS, and also 
initiated a much wider policy reversal. The contrast was “startling”, as the contemporary observer Roth 
put it: “Heath rediscovered Keynes, turned reflationist, [and] turned ‘lame ducks’ into golden geese”.17  
 Of course, the period of the work-in—July 1971–October 1972—saw opposition to Heath on 
other issues, including the 1971 Industrial Relations Act, the miners’ strike of winter 1972, and the 
proposed entry to the EEC. However, as has been recognized across the political spectrum18, the UCS 
crisis played a particularly significant role within this broader context in forcing Heath’s U-turn and did 
so precisely because it posed a: “subtle and far-reaching” challenge to the social legitimacy of the 
government’s agenda.19  
 A crucial aspect of that challenge was the way in which language was deployed by the shop 
stewards leading the struggle – notably Jimmy Airlie and particularly Jimmy Reid. This was widely 
observed by contemporary observers and also by many subsequent commentators – not least at the 
time of the death of Jimmy Reid in 2010 (as the contemporary media coverage shows). But how would 
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one approach the analysis of that language in order to grasp, beyond the apparent rhetorical prowess of 
individuals, what was happening? 
 
Grasping the role of language in processes of conflict and change 
At least half a century before the so-called ‘linguistic turn’ in the human sciences, leading to the 
postmodernism of the 1980s and 1990s, two, for many years neglected, groups of writers in the then 
Soviet Union developed highly innovative perspectives on the vital role of language in human 
development, and on how it is involved in the social and political conflicts which are bound up with that. 
 Firstly, Lev Vygotsky and his colleagues developed a perspective on human development as 
emerging through people’s active transformation of their environments through collaborative – and 
always contradictory and conflictual – social life activity. Such activity always involves the 
intergenerational transmission and continuous recreation of tools, including, crucially, language.20 
Language and social consciousness they saw to be intimately bound together, as individuals and groups 
continuously remake their lives, their identities, and their purposes as part of the wider developmental 
process of their societies and their world.21  
 Mikhail Bakhtin22, and in particular Valentin Vološinov 23, on the other hand, had a clearer focus 
on language amidst the conflicts of capitalist societies. Vološinov elaborated his approach by engaging in 
a dialectical critique and synthesis of the two then dominant “trends of thought” in the study of 
language.  
 The first trend, which Vološinov called “individualistic subjectivism” (exemplified by the likes of 
Von Humboldt and Vossler), “considers the basis of language … to be the individual creative act of 
speech. The source of language is the individual psyche. The laws of language creativity – and language 
is, it assumes, a continuous process of unceasing creativity – are the laws of individual psychology, and 
these laws are just what the linguist and the philosopher of language are supposed to study”.24  
 On the other hand, “abstract objectivism” (represented above all by Saussure) sees “the 
organizing center of all linguistic phenomena, that which makes them the special subject of a special 
science of language” in “an entirely different factor”, namely, “the linguistic system”. From this 
perspective, “meaningful language creativity on the speaker’s part is simply out of the question”, 
because “language stands before the individual as an inviolable, incontestable norm which the individual 
… can only accept”.25 
 In dialectical opposition to both of these trends, Vološinov (and also Bakhtin) concluded that: 
“The actual reality of language-speech is not the abstract system of linguistic forms, and not the isolated 
monologic utterance, and not the psychophysiological act of its implementation, but the social event of 
verbal interaction in an utterance or utterances”.26 
 Utterances are concrete speech acts spoken by living subjects in the real contexts of their lives, 
reflecting the contradictions, crises and struggles in which their lives are continuously immersed.27 They 
emerge in the processes of interaction between social groups, and are always addressed to the 
utterances of others. They are part of a generative flow of “concrete verbal communication”28 which is 
inherently dialogical – utterances not only refer to each other but come to embody and ‘interanimate’ 
each other.29 Echoes and reverberations of the voices of previous speakers can be heard in the words of 
a current speaker, and as this happens a specific relationship gets established within individual 
utterances between the status and authority of the meanings and evaluations created by these voices.  
 These utterances, then, constitute the “actual concrete reality of language”, and they do indeed 
“have creative value”, but crucially, this can only be grasped when it also understood that: “The 
structure of the utterance and the very experience being expressed is a social structure”.30 
 
More developed summaries of the perspectives of both the Vygotskian school and of the works of 
Vološinov and Bakhtin work can be found elsewhere31, but for the purposes of this article, I will focus on 



5 
 

a key concept elaborated by Vološinov – the concept of ‘evaluative accent’ – which will be utilised in the 
subsequent analysis. 
 For Vološinov, all “utterances” involve speakers making value judgements about the things 
happening in their world. As he puts it: “No utterance can be put together without value judgement. 
Every utterance is above all an evaluative orientation”.32 Any specific utterance provides an “evaluative 
context” wherein particular words become imbued with a certain “evaluative accent”. Such contexts 
and accents are, however, and as indicated above, inherently social in nature; they reflect not simply the 
predilections of particular individual speakers, but also the (continually developing) shared values and 
perspectives of the social groups to which they belong and which they represent – values and 
perspectives which are rooted in their lives and experiences, and which are conveyed in their groups’ 
typical, though always developing, ways of speaking. This means that the same words get to be 
accentuated in significantly different ways at different times by different speakers belonging to different 
social groups. Indeed, in times of overt conflict between different social groups, words come to embody 
a certain “clash of live social accents”.33 The same words are mobilised with different purposes and 
intentions as speakers contest the legitimacy of competing ‘takes’ on the world.  
 Vološinov’ s view is that an analysis of the development of the evaluative accents acquired by 
words in social debate is one way in which language can index important, and often otherwise difficult 
to perceive, processes in the constitution of, and relationships between, social groups.34 But it is also his 
view that the contest legitimately to ‘occupy’ particular words with one’s own – or one’s group’s – 
evaluative accents is itself a crucial dimension of sociopolitical conflicts, and one which can often have a 
very real bearing on their outcomes. Language is not only intimately bound up with the energy and 
creativity of living struggles, but also itself “an objective fact and a tremendous social force”.35 For this 
reason, powerful groups seek to prevent and inhibit the development of evaluative orientations and 
accents antagonistic to those they themselves seek to promulgate. However, the underlying reality of 
power inequalities and the conflicts which inevitably follow mean that the inherent “multiaccentuality” 
of language cannot be extinguished.  
 

“In actual fact, each living ideological sign has two faces, like Janus. Any current curse word can 
become a word of praise, any current truth must inevitably sound to many other people as the 
greatest lie. This inner dialectical quality of the sign comes out fully in the open only in times of 
social crises.”.36  
 

With this, let us return to the history of the work-in. 
 
Clashing Accents in the UCS Work-In 
The case made by the government and its media allies for the UCS closure anticipated language which 
was to become much more familiar in the 1980s. A new era of economic competitiveness was dawning, 
which required an unsentimental willingness to allow those that were somehow not fit for it to ‘go to 
the wall’. “Lame ducks” should be put out of their misery, not least so that others with the capacity to 
thrive could better prosper. This might be unfortunate and even unpleasant, but it was ultimately 
inescapable and also better for everyone in the long run. 
 The leaders of the work-in mocked such neo-Darwinism as reflecting the primitivism of ‘Selsdon 
man’37 – and of the classical economics which had reigned prior to the pursuit of a somewhat more 
‘civilised’ society after 1945. The context of the closure plan gave this formulation significant popular 
appeal. Unemployment in the Glasgow area was already approaching 10% (something radically out of 
step with the post-war expectations of full employment), and the mass redundancy and knock-on 
effects would have been likely to more than double that. Memories of the degradations of the inter-war 
years still loomed large. Those proposing closure of a consortium with a full order book, moving towards 
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profitability, could be seen, as Reid put it, as “a bunch of political cave men”, no matter how “suave” 
their speech might have been.38 
 But the real innovation emerging from the collective discussions of the shop stewards was the 
concept of the ‘work-in’ itself – something which proved very problematic for the prevailing right-wing 
stereotypes of ‘strike happy workers’. In the counter-case built by the stewards, the work-in was instead 
a ‘principled’, ‘responsible’ and ‘dignified’ defence of ‘the right to work’. And because the struggle was a 
principled defence of ‘a basic, elementary right’, its demands were to be ‘non-negotiable’ – namely ‘all 
four yards, the entire workforce, no redundancies’. This also meant that the workforce unity which had 
been built in the preceding years would have an even higher premium – so that there could be no 
‘betrayals’ no ‘blood money’ and no-one could be ‘sold down the river’. Only dignified workforce unity 
could sustain the popular support necessary to win. 
 This summary reveals an intensively and intelligently developed riposte to the government’s 
case – one replete with positive evaluations seeking both to galvanize the workforce, and also to win 
friends and allies in the wider society. It would likely have proven difficult for government and the media 
to counter in any case, but it proved even more difficult given that the ‘work-in’ actively shone a light on 
the divided interests within the government’s own base of support – many of whom were involved with 
small and medium sized businesses which would lose from a government agenda of industrial closure 
serving the needs of the most dominant capitalist interests.  
 This critical division, combined with the particularly adept way in which the case against closure 
was made, meant that the work-in received sympathy – and even active support – from many 
unexpected quarters and constituencies. Nor was this a matter of good fortune. It reflected, as Foster 
and Woolfson have shown, a class perspective worked out prior to the work-in – in presentations and 
discussions within the Communist Party of Great Britain, in particular involving Jimmy Reid.39 This was a 
perspective for the politics of a broad “anti-monopoly alliance”, led by working class forces, but 
incorporating others, including those more traditionally conservative.  
 However, as Foster and Woolfson also observe, the evaluative case for the work-in at this stage 
made no explicit reference to the politics of class – such reference would, though, duly emerge. In the 
meantime, however, the crisis crystallizes very clear what Vološinov called a “clash of live social accents” 
– a clash which, in the weeks following the launch of the work-in, saw the government and its allies very 
much on the back foot.  
  
Changing Languages 
In this context, the work-in was more than a local difficulty for the government. It was a significant 
threat to their larger UK strategy which would have to be extinguished. This is what the government 
attempted in September 1971, and it was in this context that what Vološinov called “the inner dialectical 
quality” of language can be seen most clearly. An important aspect of this evolving context was that in 
the second week of September the shop stewards published the full text of the above-mentioned Ridley 
memorandum – with its stark refence to the ‘butchering’ of the UCS.40  

On 21st September 1971, the government unilaterally established a new company to replace 
UCS – Govan Shipbuilders Limited. A Board was appointed. The company was to be based on two of the 
four yards – Govan and Linthouse—and would “save” some 2500 jobs, but only if the workforce would 
“co-operate” and “negotiate”. The use of these terms was indicative of the prior success of the work-in. 
The government had abandoned its harsher, classical economics inspired, rhetoric, and was now using 
the language of social democracy. The aim was to undermine the “principled” stand of the shop 
stewards and to raise the standard of the orthodox, right-wing union leadership – in the person of Dan 
McGarvey of the Confederation of Shipbuilding and Engineering Unions. This would mean the 
abandonment of the work-in and “negotiations” over the detail of what the government had been 
seeking to secure since July – the immediate closure of two of the four yards, with 5,500 redundancies. 
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Failing this, ministers threatened, everything would have to be closed, and this would be blamed on the 
‘inflexibility’, ‘dogmatism’, ‘unreasonableness’, ‘irresponsibility’ and ‘intransigence’ of the workers’ 
leaders.  

With remarkable swiftness, the main media moved to reflect and amplify this line.41 All that the 
government needed was for those in Govan and Linthouse, who might have felt that they would be 
amongst the ‘lucky ones’, to abandon their fellow workers, and the apparent judgement of many in the 
government, media and the official trade union movement was that such abandonment was about to 
happen.  

However, in that judgement there was both some underestimation and some miscalculation. 
There was underestimation of the extent to which both the pre-work-in battles for pay and conditions, 
and the experience of the work-in itself, had created a new kind of unity and sense of mutual 
responsibility, at some odds with the assumption of the resurgence of sectionalism. There was 
miscalculation in that it was made public that those continuing in employment would immediately be 
renegotiating – from a position of weakness – the same terms and conditions which they had only 
recently fought with their fellow workers to improve. And there was no doubt also underestimation of 
the capacity of the leaders of the work-in to use these factors creatively, not just rhetorically to rebuff 
the government’s attack and to maintain the unity of the workforce, but also to first negate and then to 
“expropriate” the evaluative force of the language of “co-operation” and “negotiation” which had been 
deployed against them.  

Perhaps even more alarmingly for the government, and again as has been shown by Foster and 
Woolfson, the shop stewards in this moment also found themselves able to build on the prior learning 
and development of the workforce so as to begin to articulate their case explicitly in a language of 
class.42 All of this was ultimately to leave the government scrambling for a change of focus and in a 
situation where the basic viability of its main policy agenda was coming increasingly into question. 

 
The Inner Dialectical Quality of Language 
This dialectical process developed over the course of ten days – between 22nd September, when the 
formation of Govan Shipbuilders was announced, and 1st of October.43 The first response of the 
leadership of the work-in came at a mass meeting on the 24th of September. Airlie and Reid worked 
together to explain that the ‘new offer’ from the government was in fact the proposal – indeed the now 
publicly documented ‘butchery’ – the workers had been struggling against since the end of July, and that 
it would in fact entail the great indignity of ‘groveling’ over pay and conditions for those who would 
retain employment.44 They appealed for a sense of mutual responsibility – not just within the workforce, 
but also to the wider communities and constituencies which had supported the idea of a united struggle 
to date. On this basis, Reid went on to reject government accusations about ‘reasonableness’, 
‘flexibility’, and ‘intransigence’, and then, using a remarkable and compelling analogy, to reject all talk of 
co-operation and negotiation. 

 
“And so we are saying to you workers the unreasonableness in the whole position is that of the Government, 

despite the exposure, despite the mass condemnation, they have pushed through their policy to butcher our 
industry and don’t let any leader writer talk to us about reasonableness and inflexibility. … it’s like a murderer 
who wants to murder us, we’ve found out, we’ve defended ourselves against the murder and people say, 
‘please negotiate with the murderer, you might stop him from piercing your heart, but he can cut off your legs 
and arms and there’s a sensible compromise’. And when you’re lying bleeding, they will tell you in a year or 
two, wi’ you minus the legs, why aren’t you standing on your own two feet?   And brothers our proposals 
therefore spring from a sense of responsibility to ourselves and to our families and our community and in the 
last resort to the British working class. It’s impossible for us to accept this. ...we are not capitulating to the 
butchery ...  There will be no co-operation, and this is what we’re putting to you with this board, no co-
operation, that we close the ranks as a united labour force and tell them that they are not on … I know that 
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despite how certain papers will play up, the mass media, that we can get through to our fellow workers and 
say, ‘Why should we co-operate with proposals and plans, that are butchery, that were butchery eight weeks 
ago, they are butchery today, and we are having no truck with butchers”. 

 
Here we see the transposition of words between evaluative contexts very clearly. In particular, the key 
terms of co-operation and negotiation, positively accentuated in the government’s offensive, are re-
accentuated as thoroughly negative – negotiation and co-operation with the butcher over the terms of 
defeat. Ultimately the choice which Reid offers is a choice not just between evaluative meanings, but between 
starkly defined identities, already substantially transformed by the work-in – as Vygotsky’s colleague Leontiev 
put it in a striking passage, a choice “between colliding social positions that are recognized and expressed 
through these meanings”45. Indicatively, two workers who tried to speak against the stewards’ proposal 
gained little hearing. The proposal of the Co-ordinating Committee received overwhelming support. 
 There followed disarray in the government’s ranks, with the Chair of the new company initially 
conceding the need to include the Scotstoun (Connell’s) yard in the new company, and subsequently the need 
for the government to take responsibility for ensuring the future of the Clydebank (Brown’s) yard. On that 
basis, a further mass meeting was called for the 1st of October – at the Clydebank yard. The Scottish press 
tried frantically to dampen the expectations arising from the new developments46, but at the meeting Reid 
was able now to expropriate the key terms which had had negated the previous week, and to turn them – 
with a further evaluative reaccentuation – back on the government. 
 

“Scottish industrialists now say yes, they are prepared to consider and take over the four divisions. The 
workforce and the trade unions say yes.  We will co-operate.  We will co-operate in making this industry one of 
the most developed and advanced shipbuilding complexes in the world. There is one party yet to make its 
contribution and that is the government, and we are appealing here this morning for the unanimous vote, the 
unanimous vote of every worker in UCS to say yes. We will honour our commitment, and the Scottish community 
must say now and … that if the Government refuses to make its contribution, then it is committing one of the 
greatest crimes against the Scottish people … and they are on their own. And the leader writers … can start 
getting their pencils and pens out and rewriting editorials as to the pig-heads, the obstinates, the dogmatists, 
because they will be in London and not the Clydeside ....  And given that … the real negotiations will start; 
because we have been prepared on every occasion and we have stated it, we will go anywhere, we will see 
anyone given that there is a principled basis to the negotiations; the principled basis being that of .... the 
conditions laid down right from the outset by the co-ordinating committee on behalf of the united labour force 
of these yards.” 

 
In the space of ten days, the moral force of the language of social democracy, mobilised in pursuit of proto-
neo-liberal ends, had been, albeit temporarily, appropriated for the purposes of promoting a wider 
progressive unity of class forces in defence of ‘the right to work’. And it was in the aftermath of this defeat 
that Heath’s U-turn began to take shape – with the central planks of the Selsdon agenda being torn up in 
order to keep the larger goal of EEC entry alive.  
 
Concluding Remarks 
For Vološinov, language is intimately bound up with the energy and creativity of living struggles, always 
playing an important part, and at times, in particular contexts, becoming very clearly “a tremendous social 
force”. This can be seen very well in the experience of the UCS work-in. In conclusion, however, it seems 
relevant to stress some important aspects of what we have seen in looking at the UCS struggle 50 years on, 
and also how we have been able to see it. 
 Firstly, it is precisely because language is such an integral aspect of the much wider process of human 
life that it can “have creative value” and be a “tremendous social force” – lacking such connection, linguistic 
processes could, almost axiomatically, have little, if any, wider effect on anything else at all. Both those who 
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seek to understand linguistic process, and also those who wish to exert some force for change through their 
language, must have some kind of grasp – be it theoretical, experiential, or even at some level intuitive (or 
some combination of these) – of those connections.  
 Historically, the emphasis placed on the power of oratory in the labour movement can be seen as 
reflecting such an understanding; what people say, how they say it, when they say it, how it relates to what 
others have said and how it relates to what else has been and is happening in the world – all of this matters 
profoundly and has real, creative, and at times transformative effects.  
 Certainly, this is something which was understood by the shop stewards leading the UCS struggle – 
and perhaps most clearly by the orator par excellence, Reid. One of the other Clydebank stewards, Bob 
Dickie, was later to reflect that Reid was “the type of person that could bring a phrase out of fresh air” 
and leave his listener feeling “why did I not think of that?” The reaction was both intellectual and 
psychophysiological, as Dickie felt it: “It was absolutely brilliant, I mean quite frankly we were standing 
there, you could feel the hairs on your neck being raised, it was, he was just something special”.47  
 However, the utterances which had these effects were by no means purely, off-the-cuff flights of 
rhetoric. As another of the stewards, Jimmy Cloughley, was later to put it: “What [Reid’s] mother said to 
me was, ‘I used to think there were people in the bedroom with Jimmy’, but that wasn’t it, it was Jimmy, 
doing his writing and practicing his speeches. So, he honed his stuff, he worked at his stuff, he learned his 
trade”. 48 
 This comment links to a second important observation. While it is vital to stress the undoubted 
linguistic flair and creativity of the likes of Airlie and, in particular, Reid, it is also essential to observe that 
they were participants in a profoundly collective social practice – one which saw working class leaders 
‘learning their trade’ and ‘working at and honing their stuff’. Moreover, this collective social practice 
encouraged (and in this case enabled) these leaders specifically to connect their planned oratory to a (in 
this case profound) analysis of the sociopolitical developments and trends of their own society (so that 
they might orate in ways which would link creatively to the political possibilities of the moment).  
 This collective social practice also meant that the key terms of the workers’ struggle were a matter 
of collective agreement. They had to be tried and tested in collective leadership discussions – sometimes 
quite fraught discussions – about the strategy and tactics likely to lead to success. Deploying the key terms 
in complex and changing circumstances clearly required initiative and individual creativity – at times, we 
have seen, arguably of an inspired kind. But the evolving terms remained rooted, at various levels, in 
collective social practices focused intently on the evolving real-life context, and without that basis they 
could not have had “the creative value” and the “tremendous social force” they were ultimately to have 
on that evolving context. 
 Finally, these concluding observations largely reflect the dialectical perspective on language 
offered by Vološinov in Marxism and the Philosophy of Language – as summarized earlier in this paper. 
Language, as “organized material expression”, really does matter in social and historical terms – but not 
because it has some kind of autonomously determining power. As Vološinov puts it, it is not “a 
supraexistential phenomenon and cannot determine the constitution of existence.” Rather: “It is itself 
part of existence and one of its forces, and for that reason it possesses efficacy and plays a role in the 
arena of existence”. Crucially, under certain conditions, “it becomes a real force, capable even of 
exerting in turn a real influence on the economic bases of social life”.49  
 In this light, it seems clear that the work of the theorists mentioned in this article has the 
potential to illuminate and otherwise inform both the writing of historical studies and the practice of 
labour movement struggles. Indeed, approached in this way, as has been argued elsewhere, linguistic or 
discursive analysis might more generally be thought of, as Roger Fowler put it, “as a form of history 
writing”.50 However, the scope of application of these still so-relevant pioneers of linguistic analysis 
seems still much too limited, and to that extent one relevant way to mark the 50th anniversary of the 
UCS work-in is, in again showing their relevance, to call for further contributions to this field.    
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Chik Collins, 17th October 2021, Tórshavn, Faroe Islands 
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