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1. Introduction
A Voz do Mineiro – Órgão dos Mineiros Portugueses Aderentes
à Federação Mineira Internacional [The Miner’s Voice – Organ
of the Portuguese Miners Affiliated to the International Miners’
Federation], a monthly owned by the SOIM São Domingos [São
Domingos Mine Workers’ Syndicate], first came out on 22 February
1930 and lasted little less than two years. A total 21 issues of
500 copies each were released on the first of every month1. As the
official newspaper of the miners’ syndicate, it played an important role in raising the miners’ political and social consciousness
in one of the districts in Portugal most stricken by poverty, unemployment, hunger and social injustice. The periodical helped
them realize that they were not alone in their plight, and that
their fight for better working and living conditions, as well as for
a fair day’s pay, was part of a wider struggle for human emancipation that was playing out across Europe and the world.
The organisation, which counted over seventeen hundred
members in July 1931, also took the responsibility for representing the workers in their talks with Mason & Barry Limited,
the English registered mining company that had been awarded

1
There is an inconsistency in the sequence of issues. No issue was published in
June 1931, and so issue no. 16 only came out in July. However, August saw the publication of issue no. 18. Therefore, issue no. 17 was never released. The final issue of
December 1931, numbered 22, should in fact be 21.
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the mining concession in 18582. With its head offices in London,
the company’s executive board showed little sensitivity to the
claims of the Portuguese miners and their dire economic situation. In fact, the miners’ fight against the power of the company
was, from the outset, asymmetrical and their chances of success were indeed rather slim. This, however, did not deter them.
In fact, the company’s lack of responsiveness appeared to corroborate the organisation’s thesis that more unity and resolve
were needed on the part of the workers, not only to force the
hand of the company at a local level, but also to counter capitalist oppression and exploitation worldwide.
This paper aims to analyse the discourse of The Miners’
Voice, in particular the means by which it exploited representations of capitalism (and of its physical embodiment, the English
company), constructed the identity of the workers, and sought
to raise their social and political consciousness, deemed necessary to develop a culture of intervention and action under the
principles of syndicalism. It also looks into the political purposes that lay behind these discursive strategies, as well as into
the historical circumstances that framed the actions of the key
stakeholders.
2. The Newspaper’s Political Room for Manoeuvre
The Miner’s Voice joined the handful of Portuguese periodicals belonging to similar organisations that were already in circulation. That was the case in Oporto of Vanguarda Operária
[Workers’ Vanguard] (first published in 1929), and in Lisbon
of A Voz dos Marítimos [The Mariners’ Voice], O Proletário [The
Proletarian] (1929), O Ferroviário [The Railway Man] (1925), O
Eco Metalúrgico [The Metallurgical Echo] (1925) and O Tipógrafo
[The Typesetter] (1880). The Miner’s Voice exchanged issues not
only with the above titles, but also with periodicals associated
with political organisations – the weekly República Social [Social
Republic], the official organ of the Socialist Party (1921), and
with local republican periodicals, namely Ala Esquerda [The Left
Wing] (1925) and O Porvir [The Future] (both from Beja,1906),
O Serpense (Serpa,1884), A Velha Guarda [The Old Guard]
(Guimarães,1910), and A Voz Republicana – Órgão Democrata
Anti-Clerical [The Republican Voice – Anti-Clerical Democratic

The company would continue its operations of extraction of manganese, copper
and pyrites at this western end of the Iberian Pyrites Belt until the mid-1960s.
2
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Organ] (Entroncamento, 1923?). From across the border, the
newspaper used to receive copies of El Socialista (Madrid,1886),
considered to be “the axis of the Spanish labour journalism”
(Checa Godoy, 1989: 73) and El Fraternal (Huelva,1930), the miners’ official organ belonging to the Unión General de Trabajadores,
whose chief editors, Julián Zugazagoitia and Ramón González
Peña respectively, would be elected Members of the Cortes for
the PSOE in the 1931 general election. Another important anarchist magazine, La Revista Blanca (Barcelona, 1923), was also
quoted on the pages of the Portuguese newspaper.
This exchange of copies between newspapers and magazines
ended up forming, along with the sharing of news and articles
(some of them translated), an international information network
of critical importance to the labour movement. It turned it into a
community endowed not only with a collective identity (grounded in the existence of common ideas, experiences and goals),
but also with the power to work together and plan joint actions.
It also allowed them to find a discursive counterpoise through
the negotiation of meanings and the maintenance of a common
repertoire of symbols. Actually, the readers of The Miner’s Voice
were invited to visit the newspaper office and read from this
repository of titles, which was also a way of adding legitimacy,
credibility and veracity to its discourse.
This does not mean that information was free to circulate. In Spain, Primo de Rivera, still acting within the purview of the Press Act of 1883, had established in 1924 the
“Oficina de Información y Censura” [“Bureau of Information
and Censorship”], which kept strict control over the publication of any political material (Costa Fernández, 2013: 388-9;
Green & Karolides, 2005: 540). In Portugal, the situation was
not that much different. The monthly from São Domingos was
blue-pencilled by the Censorship Board, although at that time
the ideological surveillance of the National Dictatorship was far
more permissive than the 1933 constitution and the subsequent decree-law 22469 came to allow. The latter piece of legislation, which embodied a new conception of the State, reflected
Salazar’s tightening grip on Portuguese society and his drive to
suppress civil liberties and all forms of ideological dissension.
Its Article 3 read: “censorship will only aim to avert the perversion of public opinion in its function as a social force. It must
be exercised so as to defend it from the factors that turn it away
from the truth, justice, morals, good governance and common
good, and to prevent an attack on the fundamental principles
of the organisation of society.” However, by the beginning of the
thirties the regime still appeared to be disinclined to question
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the freedom of expression consecrated in the Press Act of the
First Republic. Passed on 28 October 1910, it permitted the discussion and criticism of bills, political and religious doctrines,
acts of the government, corporations and bodies serving public
functions, with a view to enlighten and prepare public opinion
for the necessary legal reforms (Article 13)3.
Therefore, despite the fact that the Military Dictatorship had
suspended the republican constitution of 1911, this legal framework provided the room the organisation needed to drive home
their Left message without having to encounter strong opposition from the Government. Nevertheless, one must bear in mind
the fact that, in the context of the political tensions of the thirties, The Miner’s Voice also served the interests of the regime,
paradoxical as it may seem, at least in three important respects.
To start with, the organ offered the miners the space they
needed to vent their discontent with the way the company was
being run and to speak up against the evils of capitalist exploitation and oppression. The alarming levels of destitution in
their local community lent credence to their arguments. This
emphasis on local conditions helped to take some pressure off
the government, as it diverted the readers’ focus away from the
discussion of the public policies that should be implemented
to address social inequalities and injustices. No doubt, the
Censorship Board was instrumental in suppressing any news
that might put the spotlight on the vulnerabilities and shortcomings of the government, thus succeeding in silencing those
inside the syndicate willing to use the monthly to overtly antagonize political decision-makers. This discursive blind spot,
however, does not mean that the miners were themselves supportive of the government or that they were unable to realize the
degree to which the National Dictatorship was responsible for
the state of affairs in which the country found itself.
The newspaper also served to keep an eye on the miners’
intentions. It was a question of making sure that labour issues
were being properly addressed inside the company and that they
would not turn into large-scale labour disputes affecting other
economic sectors. In fact, by allowing these periodicals to circulate, the government was able to measure tensions and anticipate unrest. Prior access to the content of what the newspaper
wanted to publish allowed the government to quantify the degree of radicalisation that existed inside the syndicate and thus

Anyway, this did not stop the First Republic from trying to strangle the syndicalist movement in its first years of existence.
3
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prevent more politically dangerous views from seeing the light
of day. On the other hand, those news revealing the subservience of the syndicate to the government would usually take the
front stage, as when petitions were addressed to the President
of the Ministry in the most respectful terms (for example, issue
no. 10, December 1930). In any case, the Military Dictatorship
had already inflicted the coup de grace on the syndicalist movement back in 1927 when it dissolved the “Conferação Geral do
Trabalho”(CGT) [General Confederation of Labour] – founded in
1919 – and, shortly after that, banned the right to strike. Not
that the regime was interested in completely suppressing the
syndicates, as they knew that these bodies could serve as a
means to keep the labour movement in check. So much so that
in the 1933 constitution and in the National Labour Statute the
syndicates would be integrated into the corporative organisation of the State.
Finally, it helped divide the Left in its fierce attacks on the
communists and criticisms directed at the Soviet Union. As it
was to be seen later in the failed attempt against Salazar’s life on
4 July 1937, the combined efforts of anarchists, syndicalists and
communists would always pose a real menace to the security of
the State (Madeira, 2013). Such threat could only be defused by
fostering animosity and deepening the division between these
radical opposition groups. Unlike the anarchists, syndicalists
were not committed to dissolving the State, although they recognized that the extant despotic bureaucratic structure, functioning as the main tool of capitalist of oppression, could not
lend itself to reform. Despite the organisation’s repeated calls
for unity, the theoretical divisions of the Left between the syndicalist, anarchist and communist movements would surface on
the pages of the monthly and the regime knew that, while they
existed, the likelihood of concerted action being taken would be
very low, although not necessarily negligible. Besides, the syndicalist movement in Portugal lacked proper articulation (the
regime had already solved that problem with extinction of the
CGT) and its inability to offer a credible political solution to the
dictatorship paved the way to the success that the message of
Reviralhismo would have, despite its consecutive failures, among
the Portuguese workers. Ramiro da Costa (1979) once referred
to the latter as a form of bourgeois ideology that had taken hold
of the vanguard of the labour movement, in order to subordinate
it to the interests of the republican bourgeoisie, which was desperately seeking to win back the rights lost in the 1926 coup.
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3. Mason & Barry and the Creation of a “Colonial Space”
The existence of a syndicalist movement in this part of the
Portuguese territory can only be accounted for by the industrial
development that the English company had brought about from
as early as the 1860s. The transformation of the human and
physical landscape was remarkably swift. The open air excavation began in 1867. The purpose, in the words of James Mason,
was “to diminish the cost and facilitate the mining; to be able
to increase rapidly the production, if necessary, and to allow
the pulling out of all the ore with less danger for the miners”.
This would entail “the cutting away of the sterile earth covering
the mass to the depth of 32 metres” (Mason, 1865: 11). Besides
the installation of mining equipment and the construction of a
17-kilometre-long railway from the mines down to the staithes
on the Guadiana River in Pomarão, a whole new village was
built on site to replace the original mining village located in the
area of excavation. The latter project followed the principles of
the model villages, a type of settlement that first appeared in
Britain in the late eighteenth-early nineteenth-century to house
the workers in the vicinity of the workplace and that offered integrated community amenities. The two impounding reservoirs
built there represented an important feat of engineering while
electricity, the telegraph and later the telephone and the cinema
marked a major technological leap forward.
Demography also underwent significant changes as people
from other parts of Portugal (namely, the Algarve and the Beiras),
the neighbouring Spanish province of Huelva (Andalusia),
Piedmont (Italy), and Britain flocked to São Domingos to settle
and work in the mines (Guimarães, 2005; Garcia, 1996). As it
used to happen in other parts of the world, the small community of British expatriates, most of them technical experts in
charge of running the mining operations and the administration, held on to their customs and traditions, and never dropped
their social codes and cultural practices (Silva, 2012). As Bill
Nasson reminds us, these communities remained “stiffly aloof
from their host society” (2004: 101), and were therefore unable
to integrate themselves into the native communities.
The economy of the towns and villages around the mine
and down the Guadiana River (in particular Vila Real de Santo
António) equally benefited from the continuous investments
that were being made by the English company at several levels.
Nevertheless, the impact was, to a certain extent, limited. As
Garcia points out:
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The hypothetical social and economic development of the border region, which would result from the mining exploitation and
from the profound modifications of the traditional river navigation, materialized into changes heavily dependent on the conjuncture, which in itself did not allow for the emergence of original and
autonomous fluxes potentially able to leverage other economic activities (1996: 653; my translation).

On the other hand, the pitmen’s living and working conditions could be deemed satisfactory. In fact, the effects of the
mining activity and of the sulphur factory on both the environment and human health were in many respects devastating.
Ore treatment, aimed to increase the concentration of metal,
include roasting, flotation and leaching. These processes invariably resulted in the emission of sulphurous gases and in the
formation of acid waters, causing irreversible damages in the local ecosystems, contaminating the air, soil, phreatic water and
nearby waterways. The absorption of the chemicals through the
skin or through the respiratory and digestive tracts would also
leave indelible marks on the human body. Little was known at
the time about the full consequences of human exposure to
these high levels of contaminants, and therefore effective preventive measures were barely adopted.
Considering the type of transformations that the territory and the communities underwent during the mining cycle,
Garcia did not hesitate to classify the Lower Guadiana as a “colonial space” (1996: 653). Almost nine decades earlier, the republican journalist and writer Albino Forjaz Sampaio, in his
Crónicas Imorais [Immoral Chronicles], had made a similar point
about the colonial logic that governed the relationship between
the company and the territory – a logic grounded not only in
appropriation, but also in subordination, racial difference and
disenfranchisement. São Domingos, he argued, was nothing
but a factory (“feitoria” – or trading post) where the miners were
treated like “slaves” by the company’s own police, who “armed
with beautiful rifles, latest model, (…) watch over the masters’
sleep in the dark of the night, finger on the trigger, while the
miners grapple with hunger” (1909: 35; my translation).
4. The Miner’s Voice: Discourse in Action, Action Through
Discourse
4.1. Drawing the (Editorial) Line
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The first issue featured an editorial where the main lines of
the periodical were laid down:
As the champion of the class interests, this newspaper will not
be a disordered organ, but rather the concise voice of the workers’
just aspirations, the guarantor of the continuity of the work of the
SOIM, and the intrepid defender of reason and justice that, based
on the morality of facts, intends to bring to the knowledge, not of
the whole world, but of our fellow brothers, the existence of this
humble and hard-working class that tears the entrails of the earth
apart to seize, with their hands deformed by misery, the precious
metal that fills the safes of the masters, who, producing nothing,
own everything, including the spirit of hangmen, which prevents
them from pitying the miner’s cadaverous wife in rags and their
half-naked, bare-footed children, who keep begging for alms while
their father, holding a pick-axe or pushing a wagon, drags himself
under the crust of the earth and in the darkness of the mine (Issue
no. 1, February 1930; my translation).

Dramatic scenes aside, the editorial manages to set the ideological tone of the new periodical in its first sentence, while conveying at least seven fundamental messages to its readership:
(a) the movement needs stability and order (the “newspaper will
not be a disordered organ”); (b) the organisation must remain
coherent with its past as it builds a future strategy (the newspaper is expected to be “the guarantor of the continuity of the work
of the SOIM”); (c) the values that it upholds stem from a critical
observation of social reality (the so-called “morality of facts”); (d)
social evils are the product of sheer greed (they “produce nothing”, and yet “own everything”); (e) capitalism lacks morality and
is indifferent to human suffering; (f) Portuguese society in general, and the working class in particular (“our fellow brothers”)
must be made aware of the dire consequences of capitalist oppression; (g) the syndicate is the only means by which this state
of affairs can be stopped. Not once in this first editorial is there
a single reference to the Government, which is also indicative of
the silence the Censorship Board would impose on the newspaper for the duration of its existence. However, indirect exposure
of political repression surfaces every now and then, as when
the newspaper launches fund-raising campaigns to alleviate the
suffering of the families of people who were either in prison or
being persecuted for what was euphemistically referred to as
“social reasons” (issue no. 7, August 1930).
A Manichean logic – which is typical of the period anyway (the ultra-left policy of the so-called “Third Period” of the
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Comintern would last from 1928 to 1934) – governs the editorial
line from the outset, dividing the world into two apparently irreconcilable camps. As in all Manichean models, reductionism
operates through the simplification of complexity and the identification of the sources or causes of what is being explained.
This allows the individuals to conform social reality to a set
of predetermined (sometimes dichotomous) categories and notions. Relying on mutually exclusive dichotomous categories,
as was the case in The Miner’s Voice, not only brings a sense of
coherence about the world, but also helps to define the moral
grounds on which to base one’s actions. By ignoring the irreducible complexity of the social phenomena, individuals are also
less prone to question such categories and merely act in terms
of antagonistic positions of conflict. Moreover, this simplification veils those contradictions threaten the very model – as seen
in the calls for unity while attacking other Left organisations, in
particular the communist.
The construction of the miners’ identity around the category of class is based on the same Manichean logic. In the light
of the tenets of Althusserian structuralism, Michel Pêcheux
(1982) proposes the existence of three distinct mechanisms, all
of which are clearly discernible on the pages of the newspaper
through the representations that are made of the different actors. The first of them is identification, which occurs when individuals freely consent to the subject position positively valued
by discourse. The constant references to the international workers movement, and, on specific occasions, to the Spanish anarcho-syndicalist CNT and the Miners Federation of Great Britain
(MFGB) are instances whereby Portuguese miners could see
themselves as belonging to one single international class, whose
interests and demands were the same regardless of country,
language or culture. The second mechanism is counter-identification, which is the firm rejection of, or opposition to, a negatively marked subject position. In a syndicalist periodical like
this, the bourgeoisie, as the first economically dominating class
and the driving force of capitalism, is depicted as the true enemy of the proletariat and the main opponent of social change.
However, other actors moving within the orbit of the dominating
class were also condemned: scant labourers; informers, here
metaphorically referred to as “patos reais” [literally the “mallards”]; and the “amarelos” [“yellows”], the agents provocateurs
who sought “to manipulate and disrupt the organisations they
infiltrate” (Milne, 2004: 350). Although less justifiable in the
light of the anti-capitalist discourse of the newspaper, the communists and the Soviet Union are equally exposed on a number
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of occasions. Russia – “where there is no freedom of the press,”
where the government system is “oppressive and tyrannical” (issue no. 21, November 1931), and where dissenting “voices are
silenced by imprisonment and death” – is ruled by “tyrants” who
“defrauded the revolution” (issue no. 22, December 1931).
In both identification and counter-identification processes,
individuals remain locked in a mode of thought that perpetuates
the system they intend to abolish. Pêcheux would have argued
that counter-identification alone does not suffice to give rise
to a truly revolutionary subject position. This can only happen
when a third mechanism enters into play, namely disidentification, which “constitutes a working (transforming-displacement)
of the subject form and not just abolition” (1982: 169). This
means that the miners would have to be able to envisage not
just a whole new social order, but also new subject positions
beyond the ones imposed by the ideological boundaries of the
capitalist mode of production. In this respect, an organ of the
syndicalist movement as was The Miner’s Voice would have
had no problem in providing the critical stance the individuals
needed to take that ideological leap. However, this would have
entailed a radically new vision of society and censorship was
there to avoid any such ideological excesses. Still, the way in
which education and knowledge were valued on the pages of
the newspaper already shows that the syndicate knew what it
took to free the miners from the ideological pull of the capitalist
system.
4.2. Raising the Voice in the Denunciation of Social Injustices

The Miner’s Voice was particularly derisive of British capitalism. In issue no. 5 (July 1930), an article allegedly written
by one of the miners, Carlos Marques, sought to denounce the
global reach of what he called the “economic imperialism” of
British capitalism. As he wrote:
Whoever takes the trouble of learning more about the political and economic geography of the world will certainly realize that
three fourths of the planet are under the grip of European capitalism. To be more specific, England – the first colonial power in the
world – with its dominions in Canada, Australia, southern and
western Africa, British India and most of the Pacific islands, as
well as concessions and privileges in several politically independent countries. Everywhere is the domination of British capitalism
to be felt. Canada provides them with wheat and furs; Australia

226

with wools, its main product; South Africa with wools and copper;
and India with spices and cotton.

Portugal’s subservience is also brought up:
In all corners of the Earth, the English influence manifests itself to a greater or lesser extent and even in our country the main
riches of the subsoil and the flourishing industries of transport
and communications, of coal, of oil and essences, are run in obedience to London and the pound sterling.

Race and discrimination provides the main explanation for
this supremacy:
Being politically liberal, England is, in the economic field, the
biggest oppressor and tyrant. Those forty million inhabitants who
people that small island surrounded by St. George’s Channel,
the North Sea and the English Channel have in their midst the
shrewdest and sliest creatures of the human race. They know how
to make concessions with their natives, the English proletariat,
because they are sure that three hundred and fifty million slaves,
who are the ones who people their colonies, work and moan under
the most brutal weight of exploitation.

Then criticism turns into indiscriminate attack on everyone,
including the unemployed:
This is why England is a well-governed country and its
two million unemployed stroll around and play football joyously and carefree, without any concerns whatsoever for
their economic situation. These phlegmatic people, brought
up under materialistic principles, have succeeded – through
intelligence, cunning and force – in subjugating humanity,
making it nuzzle the sludge of moral, material, and, in some
aspects, political subordination.
Unsurprisingly, calls for unity and international solidarity
do not include the English worker:
What imperialist capitalism – be it of England or be it of any
other country – is capable of can be seen in the miserable situation
of the “cooli” in China, of the “sudra” in India, and of the natives in
Africa. Like the situation of animals harnessed to the “riper”, when
they dare raise their heads and challenge their slavery, they immediately feel the presence of the machine gun, the police and the
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asphyxiating gases. It is therefore important that the proletariat in
the whole world open their arms in a brotherly embrace and organize themselves in a fraternal way. Blacks or yellows, reds or whites,
we are all men, and by natural instinct of creation we all possess
the innate feeling of life and family (my translation).
The newspaper’s attacks on capitalism also rested on the exposure
of social problems associated with its modes of production, in particular
unemployment, alcoholism, prostitution, venereal diseases (issue no. 11,
January 1931), illiteracy, slavery (meaning absolute dependency on the
company’s meagre wages for survival), poverty and hunger (in particular in Aljustrel, after seven hundred workers were laid off (issues no. 8,
October 1930, and no. 14, April 1931). Besides, the discussion of some
of these evils – prostitution, alcoholism, illiteracy – served a pedagogical
purpose, since it would be up to the workers themselves to find the means
to fight them off:

Amongst the several festers that shake today’s society, prostitution is undoubtedly one of the most conspicuous and that must
call our attention.
Due to the terrible structure of the capitalist system, prostitution keeps rising as it becomes more and more difficult and bitter
for people to live their lives honestly.
As a matter of fact, the unmarried woman or the widow surrounded by children usually earns, as a result of their almost always exhausting activity, such a miserable scant pay that it cannot cover expenses with food, let alone all the other needs.
Not living, but vegetating in her martyrdom, her gaze is constantly stumbling upon the prostituted woman, luxuriously
dressed and rich in her adornments, and the contrast that she
sees entices her and leads her down the path of doom.

The solution lay in the hands of the workers:
It is therefore our duty, as conscientious proletarians, to carry
the materials needed for the construction of a new society that
will eliminate not only prostitution, but also all the other evils that
plague humanity and that are, after all, the logical outcomes of a
rotten and decrepit social structure (issue no.18, August, 1931;
my translation and my italics).

The other problem that needed to be urgently dealt with was
alcohol abuse, and again it had to be the workers’ responsibility
to act together and end this scourge:
Amongst the dens of disgrace that contribute to the general
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malaise of humanity, maybe the tavern comes first for the repugnant purpose for which it was created, and for the fact that in the
heads of its customers – minds disturbed by vice, true automata
– predominate ideas that almost always originate fatal dramas.
(…) Therefore, this moral degradation in which we live must disappear, and as such it is urgent that people who are not addicted deviate those who are, and that the latter, in their normal moments,
reflect on the future of their generation, as one of the most awful
consequences of alcohol is moral degeneration, unfortunately so
abundant among us (issue no. 2, April 1930; my translation).

The only way to escape this grim reality would be, as it was
often argued, to earn higher wages. However, the constant threat
of reductions in the number of working days per week due to
what the company claimed to be reductions in prices of minerals
would also implicitly result in cuts in wages. The arguments of
the company appear to be realistic. In a letter addressed to the
syndicate, Mason & Barry acknowledged that production had
increased from 1930 to 1931 (issue no. 19, September 1931: 1).
However, they also argued that such an increase had entailed
more costs, and that, due to the uncertainty of future shipments, the company would not be able to satisfy the miners’
demand for higher wages. Nevertheless, a closer analysis of the
figures of the world market for pyrites shows that was not exactly so. In fact, the prices of pyrites increased significantly from
1930 to 1931. According to the data in the Minerals Yearbook,
1935, pyrites imported into the United States from Spain rose
from 325,992 long tons – corresponding to a value of $891,352
– in 1930 to 327,771 long tons – worth $1,386,457. This means
a 64% increase in the price of pyrites. Although they dropped
by 38% in 1932 ($637,526 / 241,178 long tons), they would
rise again by almost 9% in 1933 ($995,551 / 341,878 long tons)
and again another 9% in 1934 ($1,162,574 / 346,974 long tons)
(Ridgway & Mitchell, 1936: 1026). These values must have not
been that different in relation to the imports from Portugal.
To the arguments advanced by Mason & Barry, the syndicate
would oppose the record price of £100 a ton that copper had
reached that year.
On the other hand, despite the fact that there were percentage differences in the prices of pyrites from country to country
(the same source also shows differences in the imports from
Canada and the USSR), wages varied in the order of multiples.
The newspaper would compare figures so that its readers could
have an idea of how far exploitation of the Portuguese miners
went. In the issue of July 1931, they stated that the Portuguese
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were earning significantly less than the pay of two pounds a
week that was being demanded by the English miners. At an
exchange rate of PTE 18$00 a pound, this meant that wages in
Portugal (namely in S. Domingos, Aljustrel and Louzal, corresponding roughly to a universe of six thousand workers), which
varied from 10$00 to 12$00 a week, were less than one third
of what was being paid in England and approximately one half
of the amount paid to Spanish miners (see issues nos. 2, April
1930; 16, July 1931; and 18, August 1831).
Curiously enough, in spite of the ongoing tensions between
the SOIM and Mason & Barry Limited, the miners’ relationship
with the mine manager and the other English staff appeared to
be cordial and respectful. The newspaper quoted the head of the
engineering department, a Mr. Arthur, who sought to show his
sympathy for the country and the workers in the following terms:
[He] spoke of his love for Portugal and above all for the workers of this mine where he has been living for the past 21 years.
He told me he has always fought for the poorest and, unless it is
a backslider, he has rarely punished his workers. He is sorrow for
the miners’ terrible economic situation, and he also deplored the
fact that many workshop professionals have not been dedicating
themselves to learning more about their professions, so that they
can be qualified to work wherever they decide to move (issue no.
16, July 1931).

One may always wonder what had led him to “punish” his
workers, even if only “rarely”, but in relation to the SOIM, he
would add that “he had never spoken evil of the syndicate” and
that he “thinks it is fair that the workers have their own associations to defend their interest”. Even when the newspaper announced that Mr. Brown, the Chair of the Administrative Board
of Mason & Barry was visiting the mine, the syndicate said that
they wished him to learn more, not only about the precarious
economic situation of the majority of the workers, but also that
they were trying to make their “best efforts to make all workers
committed to being more concerned about their production” (issue no. 13, March 1931). Nevertheless, every now and then the
company would let the miners know what they thought of the
syndicate, namely that the latter wanted “to run the industry”
(issue no. 3, May 1930). The syndicate rebuffed such an accusation, but they did not hesitate to claim that they formed the
only “unsurmountable trench” to defend the miners’ interests
against their employers (issue no. 1, February 1930).
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4.3. A Voice Speaking in Defence of the Miners

Equally important in the discursive strategy of the newspaper was the discussion of those aspects that the syndicate
believed to be essential in the positive construction of the miners’ identity. Here the syndicate takes the centre-stage. The
syndicate, it is argued, is not just an organisation where workers take their complaints or where they will find someone who
will intercede in their behalf. That is, according to the SOIM,
a misconception similar to the belief that people have in God’s
intervention. The syndicate “is you, me, and him – is everyone
who lives from their wages, is all of us who suffer, (…) because
we work so that others may take advantage of it…” That is why
instead of asking “what does the syndicate do?” or “what is the
syndicate for?” workers should be asking “what are we to do?”
and “what are we for?” (issue no. 20, October 1930). This can
be read as a call for the conscious involvement of the worker in
the cause, but it can also be understood in discursive terms as
a move towards the universalisation of the subject by resorting
to an inclusive “we”.
In this respect, the international dimension of the movement, namely the syndicate’s affiliation to other national and
international bodies, namely the National Miners’ Federation
and International Miners’ Federation respectively, proved to be
a decisive card. The newspaper opened the door to the world by
showing that the miners of S. Domingos, Aljustrel and Louzal
were not isolated from the rest of the world and that theirs was
a universal struggle: other workers like them, facing similar
economic situations, were also struggling with the conditions
imposed by the mining industry in many other countries. That
is the reason why they lent their ears to what labour leaders
like Arthur James Cook (the General Secretary of the Miners’
Federation of Great Britain) and Manuel Llaneza (founder of the
Sindicato de Obrero Mineros de Asturias [the Asturian Miners’
Syndicate]) had to say (issues no. 4, May 1930, and no. 7,
September 1930, respectively). Therefore, the attempt to develop and articulate their class-consciousness was not exclusively
a matter of building their identity on opposition to capitalism:
it is also a matter of building it on the unity that was believed
to exist among workers worldwide. Unity and solidarity (even
with political prisoners), and not simply their hatred of capitalism, should be their strength. As the syndicate once beseeched,
“Open to the working-class generation the road to Freedom” (issue no. 5, July 1930).
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This “road to Freedom” and to the workers’ emancipation
was to be the outcome of their own struggle, and not a mere concession from the State or from the capital. In fact, although The
Miner’s Voice acknowledged that the government had passed
laws in defence of the workers, it also had to recognize that no
minister or secretary was actually committed to enforcing them
(issue no. 16, July 1931). Despite this criticism, the syndicate
avoided direct clashes with the government. In blatant contradiction to their claims above, on the same page another article entitled “Politiquice” [roughly meaning “small-town politics”]
reads: “To us, workers, who have no direct intervention in the
affairs of the State, and therefore no responsibilities in such affairs, only very superficially are we interested in international
politics.”
Without this involvement in the affairs of the State, how
could the syndicate ever expect to see their values thrive? Public
health and social prophylaxis, women’s rights, local and regional development, safety at the workplace, and mutualism – all
of these concerns keep surfacing on the pages of The Miner’s
Voice. However, the one that best reflects the hope for a future
change of society is education. There is an ingrained belief in
the perfectibility of the human being and in social regeneration and only education can guarantee that such goals can be
successfully achieved. And this, they had to concede, could not
be done without the State playing a decisive role. The syndicate’s vision of education is not that far from the principles that
underpin public education nowadays: investment in infrastructures, teaching quality and equal opportunities for both the rich
and the poor. A propos a campaign launched earlier that year
by Diário de Notícias [News Daily], Sousa Furtado would argue
on the pages of The Miner’s Voice:
The campaign of Diário de Notícias is most useful and necessary. (…) This movement, which is bound to have a socially regenerating effect, must persist until it rivets the country with schools.
Is money needed? There is no lack of it… All we need to do is
to reallocate public expenditure for useless or harmful purposes
and apply the money in education and child assistance, providing
clothing, food in school canteens and books to all poor children.
(…) the primary schools we are looking for must follow the
modern pedagogic principles, with the introduction of a comprehensive school system for both the poor and the rich.
The poor, whose condition is to work, could guide their innate
tendency towards the profession or art that best suit their temperament, hand in hand with the intellectual skills acquired in school.
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The rich, whose condition is to lead a lazy life, could join –
besides their other intellectual courses – the professional courses
that best suit their talent, thus becoming equally useful and necessary to a balanced society.
And since everything is moving towards a new world, if the
above was done, we could avoid bloody fights in the transition
from this decaying society to a society ruled by education and work
– those two cornerstones on which the free and voluntary agreement between men of good will is built (issue no. 22, December
1931; my translation).

5. Concluding Remarks
The Miner’s Voice had a relatively limited political room for
manoeuvre. On the one hand, it could not overtly antagonize
the regime. Since the newspaper was being censored by the
government, it was not only prevented from serving a more
subversive purpose, but was also compelled to deny the very
“political” matrix of the syndicalist movement, as when they
argued that it was not their intention to interfere with the affairs of the State. The truth was that the frailties of the syndicalist movement in Portugal in the late twenties-early thirties
prevented organisations like the SOIM from taking more decisive actions, namely strikes and demonstrations. Moreover,
their overt attacks on the communists corroded their calls for
working-class unity.
On the other hand, the newspaper could not meet the mining company head-on, as the company was constantly threatening with less working days, and kept insisting on the volatility
of the market to justify their refusal to raise the miners’ meagre
wages. The chances of fostering local and regional development
rested entirely on the company’s presence in this part of the
Portuguese territory. The local communities knew only too well
that they could not rely on the government in Lisbon to start
pouring money into a region that, except for its mining activity,
had always held only a peripheral importance.
In spite of these limitations, the newspaper provided the miners with the signifiers they needed to construct both their identity
– based on the notion of a universal subject – and the narrative of
the syndicalist movement – engaged as it was in a universal struggle for human emancipation. It also sought to drag them out of the
cave of ignorance and misery, and restore their hope and faith in
humankind. It did so by allowing them to catch a glimpse of the
world to come, of a new social order the miners could dream of,
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something that could make all their efforts and sacrifices count, if
not for them, at least for their children.
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