Image Commentary
[bookmark: _Hlk59977637]Police charge picketing miners, Orgreave coking plant, John Harris, J8406O02.JPG 
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[bookmark: _Hlk60005797][bookmark: _Hlk59996708]Police charge picketing miners. Orgreave coking plant, J8406O02.JPG,[footnoteRef:1] is a photograph taken by John Harris on 25 May 1984 at Orgreave. The image, in landscape format and in high contrast black and white, prefaces the chaos and violence of the Battle of Orgreave itself some 24 days later.  [1:  John Harris (photographer), ‘Police charge picketing miners, Orgreave coking plant. Miner's strike, South Yorkshire.’<https://www.reportdigital.co.uk/stock-photo/police-charge-picketing-miners-orgreave-coking-plant-miners-strike-south/search/detail-0_00026543.html > [accessed 27 December 2020].] 

The composition of the image is a striking presentation of the initial moments of a charge, by hundreds of uniformed officers, towards a group of picketing miners. 
The image abides by the rule of thirds and the golden ratio. Three bands running from left to right – one comprised of static police officers, another of police officers breaking into a run, and a further band of picketing miners running pell-mell towards the camera - break the horizontal aspect of the image into approximate thirds. Three vertical bands – pavement/road/pavement - running from top to bottom, break up the vertical plane of the photograph.
The upper section of the image is stable, linear, and static, dominated by a pale clarity of fine gradations of grey road and pavement, empty except for a distant police car which leads the eye out of the top left of the frame via the line of the road. There is a significant breadth of space above the first thick black line of police, several officers deep, which spans the width of the road and beyond the edge of the right-hand frame. 
This thick black line of police officers stand implacable and immobile, blocking the viewer’s curiosity to shift the gaze down into the activity in the lower section of the frame.  Underneath this top line of officers is a second line, initially appearing to be similarly immobile, however the officers in the very front of this band are running toward the pickets who are at the bottom centre of the frame.
In contrast with the solidity of the police lines the pickets are entirely active and full of movement, a sketchy and chaotic melee of arms that have just released stones, elbows at angles with shoulders and legs, heads turning this way and that, to the ground, to each other, towards and away from us, their focus as various and hectic as the police focus is directed - towards the miners and the viewer. We are in the heart of the action, as one with the pickets as they tumble towards us. 
As the stability of the image is disrupted so is the sense of threat, at least superficially. The running police officers are ungainly, their traditional custodian helmets perched on their heads, police from Keystone or Edwardian times. Good humour is evident within the pickets’ faces and movement, but there is also a hint of confusion and panic, a sense of doubt in the slightly lowered arm that has just released a stone into the air.  A new element, seen in the mounted police arrayed just behind the upper police line, was about to shift the predictable pattern of of picket/police behaviour[footnoteRef:2] with the introduction of a militarised approach to policing the strike.[footnoteRef:3] The symbolic ‘push’ of miner against police officer, from the day that photograph J8406O02 was taken, became an infantry in full riot gear, helmets, a cavalry of charging horses, and a paramilitary force. [2:  John Harris, personal communication, email (Unpublished 2020).]  [3:  Ibid.] 

The vehicle for the disruption of established order and pattern in the image is via these downwardly developing layers of focus: police focus on the pickets leading to the pickets running towards us, including us in their energy, humour and doubt. Thus, we are pulled into range and we become police targets ourselves. We are figuratively trapped with the pickets, in the frame of the image, with lines of officers blocking the road leading to freedom and space beyond.
The position of the photographer and the camera is central to this process of viewer identification.  John Harris comments that during the series of mass pickets of Orgreave photographers were initially held in a pen. Their capacity for recording images was thus limited to photographing injured police and arrested injured pickets. Harris and some other photographers eventually managed to go in with the miners.[footnoteRef:4] It was then possible to record images like J8406O02.JPG and enable to miners to become subject rather than object. This was to go against the grain of visual and reported coverage of the strike, which was determined to ‘other’ and isolate the miners not just from public sympathy, but also from the rest of the labour movement.  [4: Ibid..] 

[bookmark: _Hlk59987828]There is no evidence available to show that this image was published in the mainstream media at the time, although it did appear on the front page of the Guardian on 18 May 2017, in a report by David Conn linking South Yorkshire Police’s abuses and cover ups at Hillsborough, with the need for an inquiry into their policing at Orgreave. [footnoteRef:5]  The position taken by Conn, and the Orgreave Truth and Justice Campaign, is that if the South Yorkshire force’s abuses of power and false prosecutions at the Battle of Orgreave had been investigated, the tragedy of Hillsborough and, in Michael Mansfield QC’s words, “the biggest frame-up ever” could have been prevented. [footnoteRef:6] [footnoteRef:7] But the weight of the Thatcher government’s communication strategy and policy to bring down the unions prevented images like J8406O02 from featuring in the mainstream press coverage of the strike.   [5:  David Conn, ‘The Scandal of Orgreave’, The Guardian, 18 May, 2017 [accessed 27 December 2020].]  [6:  Ibid.]  [7:  Orgreave Truth & Justice Campaign, https://otjc.org.uk/ (2020) [accessed 27 December 2020].] 

Elaine Wade observes that during the Miners’ Strike the media did more than supply information; it selected, narrated and interpreted. This complicity in constructing a particular discourse denied the public opportunities to accept or reject the messaging. The verbal and visual vocabulary of war, fresh from the 1982 Falklands conflict, was familiar to the ears and eyes of the mainstream media audience. The language became increasingly violent as the strike continued, and often portrayed a bloody battle of equals, sometimes with the police appearing in the script as the underdogs. [footnoteRef:8] The reality was very different, as can be seen in J8406O02 and images from Harris, John Sturrock, and others which appeared in the labour movement press only during this period. [footnoteRef:9] [8:  Elaine Wade, ‘The Miners and the Media: Themes of Newspaper Reporting’, Journal of Law and Society , Winter (1985), Vol. 12, No. 3, The State v. the People: Lessons from the Coal Dispute (Winter, 1985), pp. 273-284 (p.273).]  [9:  Report Digital, https://www.reportdigital.co.uk/search/page-2/orgreave# ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk59988408]The Ridley Plan, produced in 1977 in response to the Heath government’s defeat in the 1972 and 1974 Miners’ Strikes, detailed the means by which a future Conservative government could dismantle publicly owned industries by first isolating and defeating the NUM and then the other trade unions.[footnoteRef:10]  The Stepping Stones 1977 report authors, John Hoskyns and Norman Strauss, outlined an incremental strategy of political, legal and media measures to diminish both trade union activity and future Labour Party electoral victories,[footnoteRef:11] and further linking trade unions to UK’s supposed political and economic decline.[footnoteRef:12] They defined a media strategy linking negative values such as ‘bullying, arrogant, picketing, violence, closed shop, mob rule, sacking, insult, force, fear, intolerance, hostility…’ to Labour Prime Minister Jim Callaghan, and positive values such as ‘responsibility, support, help, concern, self-respect, maturity, belief in the need for discipline, respect for authority and law and order’ to Conservative leader Margaret Thatcher. [footnoteRef:13] The Ridley Plan and Stepping Stones strategies were wholeheartedly adopted by a Thatcher government mindful of the need not to be represented as a party to the Miners’ dispute,[footnoteRef:14] or to be perceived as the initiator of tactics such as the (publicly denied) large scale incremental pit closures,[footnoteRef:15] and the isolating of the NUM. Phillips notes that it was during the period of intensive picketing at Orgreave that the government’s aim to isolate the NUM reached its peak.[footnoteRef:16] With the exception of the labour movement press this strategy, and associated negative language, was uncritically adopted by the mainstream media, culminating in the BBC’s 18 June coverage of the Battle of Orgreave. The BBC edited the footage to show an attack on the police by the miners, followed by the police retaliating, whereas in fact the event had occurred the other way around. 30 years later the BBC stated that they had ‘failed to record some of the violence due to a camera error’ [footnoteRef:17] but photographic images taken on the day, including those of John Harris, statements from journalists like Granville Williams,[footnoteRef:18] film footage and later testimony showed clear evidence of unparalleled police violence, and collusion to fit up the picketing miners.[footnoteRef:19] [10:  J. Phillips, ‘Containing, isolating, and defeating the miners: The UK Cabinet Ministerial Group on Coal and the three phases of the 1984-85 strike’. Historical Studies in Industrial Relations, (2014) 35, pp. 117-141, @http://eprints.gla.ac.uk/104494/ (p.5). ]  [11:  John Hoskyns, Norman Strauss, Stepping Stones 1977 (S1-3), Centre for Policy Studies (2020).]  [12:  Phillips, ‘Containing, isolating, and defeating the Miners’, pp. 117-141.]  [13:  Hoskyns, Strauss, Stepping Stones, (A16-17).]  [14:  Cabinet Ministerial Group on Coal, Misc 101 (84) 12th Meeting 25.04.1984 (p.3) (2014).]  [15:  P. Rawsthorne, Implementing the Ridley Report: The Role of Thatcher’s Policy Unit during the Miners’ Strike of 1984-1985, International Labour and Working Class History (p.173).]  [16:  Phillips, ‘Containing, isolating, and defeating the Miners’ (p.17).]  [17:  BBC South Yorkshire, ‘Orgreave campaigners call for BBC strike coverage apology’(2014). ]  [18:  Granville Williams, ‘Two days to remember: Orgreave Truth & Justice Campaign’ (2014). ]  [19:  Orgreave Truth & Justice Campaign (2020)] 

The fact that Harris’s image Police charge picketing miners. Orgreave coking plant, J8406O02.JPG was not published in the UK mainstream media until around 30 years after the strike shows how successfully implemented and effective the Stepping Stones media strategy was. Harris comments that he and several other photographers worked instead for the Left press, union journals, and ‘foreign newspapers & magazines which were not part of the campaign to defeat the NUM as was the entire newspaper industry in the UK.’[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Harris, pers comm.] 

The omission of this image from mainstream media of the time, and the inverse - the inclusion of others - shows how potent photographic images are, particularly in the construction of media narratives. Sontag writes that to take a photograph is an appropriative act that exerts power over the object (person) being photographed. She relates this to knowledge acquisition, and the creation of certain relationships.[footnoteRef:21]  In Stepping Stones John Hoskyns and Norman Strauss displayed an innate understanding of the power of visual and verbal discourse to manipulate and create relationships, as did the BBC. The very ordinariness of words, and photographic images, and the ability to manipulate them through context, juxtaposition, or amendment in newspapers and other ephemeral media is part of the issue with them. An image may be unique but the material photograph itself is not, it can be reprinted again and again, and can be amended each time. The crop of the frame in a newspaper can distort an image and diminish its potency. The Guardian reprint of J8406O02 has cut the upper section of the original image, enclosing and making the scene more claustrophobic. The space signifying escape, freedom, the route out, has been lost, and the image has lost an innocence and optimism of a pre-Battle of Orgreave world.  [21:  S. Sontag, ‘On Photography’ http://writing.upenn.edu/library/Sontag-Susan-Photography.pdf  (p.174) ] 

John Berger refers to the ‘crucial role of photography in ideological struggle’ because of this very fluidity, the possibility for a photograph to not tell a static fixed truth to be relied upon for newsworthiness. A photograph is a vehicle to test, confirm and construct a view of reality, whether that be a discourse constructed by the Thatcher government, or Harris’s record of the changing nature of the policing of class struggle. If we are to understand ‘a weapon which we can use and which can be used against us,’[footnoteRef:22] then we can begin by acknowledging that Harris’ image, and others like it which refused to demonise or objectify the striking miners of 1984/85, have by their omission from the discourse of the state been given the platform to judge, and correct, the state’s deliberate miscommunications. [footnoteRef:23] [22:  John Berger, Understanding a Photograph, Ed. Geoff Dyer (Penguin Modern Classics) (Kindle Edition).]  [23:  John Berger, Miners, http://politicstheoryphotography.blogspot.com/2007/08/miners-tragedy-hope-resistance.html] 
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