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Introduction

Women, workplace protest and political identity Introduction

Between 1968 and 1985, thousands of female workers engaged in 
workplace protest in various public sector and private sector in-
dustries across England. This wave of activism occurred in a pe-

riod often associated with heightened tension in both gender and class 
relations. The 1970s has been described as the ‘zenith’ of trade union 
militancy, when over half the labour force was unionised and working 
days lost to strikes reached record high levels.1 The women’s liberation 
movement (WLM) also emerged in this period, which produced a shift 
in public debates about gender roles and relations in the home and the 
workplace. Certain industrial disputes involving women – such as the 
1968 Ford sewing machinists’ strike, the 1976–78 Grunwick dispute or 
the campaign to unionise night cleaners – are frequently cited as evi-
dence of social, political and cultural change in attitudes towards women’s 
employment.2 Yet the motivations, experiences and political identities of 
women who actually engaged in such action have been largely neglected 
by historians. This book seeks to address this space through an analysis 
of four industrial disputes that were instigated by, and primarily involved, 
working-class women. In doing so, it makes several important contribu-
tions to labour, women’s and working-class history.

The book offers new insights into working-class women’s experi-
ences of paid work and workplace protest in post-war England. My in-
vestigation focuses on the voices and experiences of women who fought 
for equal pay, skill recognition and the right to work between 1968 and 
1985. Drawing on a combination of oral history and archival research, it 
explores why working-class women engaged in such action when they 
did, and it analyses the impact of workplace protest on women’s political 
identity. In doing so, the book contributes a fresh understanding of the 
relationship between feminism, workplace activism and trade unionism 
during the years 1968–85.



Women, workplace protest and political identity﻿

j

    2   

J

Industrial action was important during this period because it repre-
sented a new assertiveness among female workers who contested unequal 
gender hierarchies and demanded a greater say in how their work was 
organised. This is not to suggest that female workers had been unwill-
ing to challenge gender inequality in the workplace until this particular 
historical moment; case studies of women’s workplace militancy from 
earlier periods illustrate how female workers challenged the social and 
political roles ascribed to women in English workplaces from the nine-
teenth century to the interwar period.3 However, it is significant that the 
disputes analysed here occurred in a period that coincided with women’s 
increased presence in the labour force, greater access to higher educa-
tion and professional careers, equality legislation and a surge in feminist 
activism. This specific context influenced how women’s workplace pro-
test was represented at the time. What follows seeks to understand how 
post-war changes in female employment, trade unionism and feminism 
were experienced by working-class women who sought to improve their 
workplace conditions by participating in collective action. 

Women and paid work

Women’s increased labour force participation was one of the most sig-
nificant social changes in post-war England. Between 1948 and 1980, the 
total number of female workers in Britain grew from 6.7 million to 9.2 
million. Women as a proportion of the total labour force had only grown 
from 27 per cent in 1881 to 33 per cent in 1948, before rapidly increasing 
to 41.7 per cent in the short period between 1948 and 1980.4 The general 
trends in post-war female employment have been well established: the 
growth of the bi-modal work pattern meant that there were more mar-
ried women who returned to work after having children.5 Many in this 
group returned to work in part-time jobs, as part-time female employ-
ment increased fivefold from 750,000 to nearly 4.1 million between 1951 
and 1981.6

The growth of women’s part-time work was arguably the most im-
portant trend in women’s paid work during the post-war period. It was 
important because the majority of part-time jobs were low paid, low 
status and perceived to be low skilled. It is commonly argued that mar-
ried women preferred part-time work because of childcare responsibili-
ties and the potential of part-time work to ‘liberate’ lives dominated by 
domestic labour.7 However, recent research by Laura Paterson suggests 
that part-time work offered a limited range of jobs and opportunities for 
career advancement, which meant such jobs are better understood as a 
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temporary expedient during a particular stage in women’s lives that ena-
bled them to combine the two roles of mother and worker in a context of 
extremely limited affordable pre-school childcare.8 The key point here is 
that women’s propensity to work part-time meant they presented them-
selves in the labour market on different terms to male workers. The ma-
jority of women were still expected to assume responsibility for domestic 
labour, which reinforced the male breadwinner model and meant work 
was understood as being less important for women.9

Further changes in women’s experiences of paid work included the 
removal of marriage bars in teaching (1944) and the civil service (1946), 
and greater access to further education after the 1963 Robbins Report 
meant more women entered the professions and pursued careers that had 
previously excluded them.10 The 1970 Equal Pay Act and 1975 Sex Dis-
crimination Act represented a greater commitment of both Labour and 
Conservative governments to the pursuit of an ‘equality agenda’, which 
officially offered individuals a level playing field for equal access to jobs 
and wages, irrespective of sex.11 However, inequality between male and 
female wages represented a significant historical continuity in post-war 
England. In 1980, five years after the passage of the Equal Pay Act, the 
average hourly pay of all working women (both full-time and part-time) 
was less than 66 per cent of the average male wage.12 Women’s low pay was 
connected to the gendered division of labour and women’s propensity to 
work in part-time jobs that lacked status and career progression opportu-
nities. In 1971, 84 per cent of women worked in occupations dominated 
by other women, whilst in 1980, 63 per cent of women worked in jobs 
that were performed only by women.13

Whilst these broad trends in female employment patterns have 
been well documented, historians have only recently started to under-
stand how such changes influenced women’s everyday experiences of 
paid work, as well as their relationships with their families, the state and 
individual sense of self.14 This book is the first to explore the relation-
ship between paid work and working-class women’s political identities. 
Arthur McIvor has emphasised the value of personal testimony sources 
for uncovering the meaning workers ascribed to their employment in the 
past.15 Previous oral history projects have suggested that paid work had 
less meaning for women’s identity than men’s. Elizabeth Roberts, who 
carried out oral history interviews in 1970, concluded that although there 
was greater social approval of women working outside the home after the 
Second World War, the majority of women continued to be primarily de-
fined by their familial role.16 This argument was echoed in Angela Davis’ 
study of motherhood in post-war England, and is often accepted in other 
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social and political histories.17 Davis suggests that whilst women’s work 
was ‘reconceptualised’ after the Second World War, and paid employ-
ment could offer some women an opportunity to gain independence, ‘it 
remained true that only a small minority of educated, professional wom-
en considered their role as worker to be as, or more, important than that 
of mother’.18 Yet there remains a space here to consider the subtle ways 
these roles and identities interacted with each other. It seems plausible 
that women did not consciously privilege one role above the other; their 
social and political identity was temporally shaped by both at different 
moments in their lives.

This book argues that paid employment was crucial to shaping work-
ing-class women’s daily experience and understanding of their position 
within wider social relations throughout their life course. Selina Todd 
warns that it is important not to over-emphasise the significance of paid 
work to working-class identity – pointing out that work was a means to 
an end, rather than a source of satisfaction, and something that people 
sought to make the best of.19 For Todd, the majority of working-class in-
dividuals knew they had to work for a living, but frequently imagined 
escaping from this reality; thus it is more suitable to view class struggle as 
centring on evading work, rather than identifying with it.20 The women 
interviewed in this book had not always enjoyed their work, and drew on 
many other aspects of their lives to fashion their identity and self-under-
standing. However, their experiences of paid work were a crucial compo-
nent to their sense of who they were, and why they engaged in workplace 
activism in the past. Indeed, it was the fact that they had sacrificed leisure 
time and other more enjoyable elements of their lives to provide for their 
families that generated anger when work was taken away from them, or 
undermined in relation to skill and wages. 

A final point to be made here is that it is important to recognise that 
the workforce was racialised as migration from Asia and the Caribbean 
changed the character of the female labour force. Black women workers 
suffered triple oppression through gender, class and racial discrimination. 
Whilst Chapter 1 considers the experience of black and Asian workers in 
more detail, a limitation with this study is the attention to race. Race was a 
key issue I originally wanted to explore in my case studies; however, only 
white women came forward to be interviewed. As a result, the experiences 
presented in this book are those of white working-class women, and it has 
not been possible to explore in detail the experiences of women who faced 
racial discrimination. This means it has not yet been possible to deploy a 
fully intersectional approach that explains how these interlocking systems 
of gender, class and racial oppression worked in practice. 
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Women and trade unionism 

Each chapter also contributes fresh insights into women’s experiences of 
trade unionism between 1968 and 1985 – a period that has been associ-
ated with a significant transition in the relationship between women and 
the labour movement. In 1914, there were 437,000 female trade union-
ists, a number that rose to 1,342,000 in 1920 following the First World 
War. Female membership levels declined to 731,000 in 1933, which was 
symptomatic of high levels of unemployment throughout the 1930s, be-
fore increasing to 1,716,000 in 1943 due to the influx of women into the 
labour market during the Second World War.21

Women’s lower levels of trade union membership than men’s have 
been explained by the unskilled, part-time and irregular nature of their 
work and the adversarial attitudes of male trade unionists wanting to 
maintain their breadwinner wage.22 Sarah Boston argues that female 
workers had to fight to become equal members within trade unions be-
fore they could fight against their employers.23 Her authoritative account 
of women’s trade unionism demonstrates how male union officials per-
sistently perceived women workers as inferior throughout the twentieth 
century. This is supported by Anne Phillips and Barbara Taylor, who 
argued that skill was an ‘ideological category’ rather than an economic 
fact, meaning that women’s work was undervalued simply because it was 
performed by women.24 Cathy Hunt’s history of the National Federa-
tion of Women Workers shows how women had to develop their own 
separate organisations to recruit and organise female workers and raise 
public awareness of their needs and interests.25 Whilst these overviews 
of women’s trade unionism emphasise gender antagonism, case studies 
from earlier periods importantly demonstrate how women organised 
informally, in spite of the divergence of interests between rank-and-file 
female workers and male trade union leaders and officials. Studies of fe-
male chain-makers in Cradley Heath, the Bryant and May matchstick 
‘girls’, female jute workers in Dundee and food factory workers in Ber-
mondsey, as well as various accounts of women’s militancy within inter-
war ‘new’ industries, show that gender antagonism within trade unions 
could inhibit, but did not prevent, women from asserting their rights and 
seeking to improve their conditions in the past.26 Female workers were 
not apathetic, and were more likely to draw on their own cultural re-
sources, without the formal support of trade unions, to influence how 
their work was organised.

After the Second World War, the number of female trade union-
ists rose from 1,638,000 in 1945 to 2,743,000 in 1970. The 1970s repre-
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sented a period of substantial growth as female membership increased to 
3,902,000 by 1979. Female union density rose from 32.1 per cent to 39.4 
per cent.27 The growth in women’s trade unionism was accompanied by a 
greater commitment from trade unions to represent the specific interests 
of female workers. This involved the Trades Union Congress (TUC) and 
other unions publicly supporting issues like equal pay, maternity pro-
tection, childcare provision and better training opportunities. Campaign 
groups like the Working Women’s Charter sought to amplify the female 
workers’ voice within the labour movement, whilst feminist sociologists 
and economists increasingly drew attention to gender inequality within 
trade unions. These historical patterns of women’s trade unionism have 
sometimes been understood in terms of the ‘feminisation’ of British trade 
unions, yet there is an absence of ordinary female workers’ voices from 
this narrative.28

Disputes involving women are often drawn on as examples of female 
workers becoming more active within trade unions, without a full un-
derstanding of what the participants believed they were doing and what 
they now think they did. A better understanding of women’s workplace 
protest from this period is important because it was perceived to be oc-
curring more frequently than in previous periods, and received wider 
attention from feminist and trade union activists who claimed it repre-
sented a transition in working-class women’s political consciousness.29 In 
1981, feminist sociologist Anna Pollert wrote of the 1970s,

Women began to take on their employers in unexpected areas. … Most 
of the new wave of women workers’ struggles were not ‘spectacular’. 
Many were small, and because they did not ‘grind the country to a halt’ 
could be conveniently ignored by the mass media. Many of the disputes 
were long drawn out; many ended in defeat because they were isolated 
and failed to draw support from other trade unionists. … Yet because 
they never reached the headlines it should not be assumed they were 
outside [class] struggle, or that they lived untroubled, uncomplicated 
lives – content with their lot…. To ignore these would be to take the 
Hollywood epic view of history, where great battles eclipse the subtle 
movements behind the scenes: the various shades of consciousness, the 
motives behind action.30

Pollert’s concern to understand ‘the subtle movements behind the scenes’ 
of women’s workplace activism remains unresolved and connects to Jo-
sie McLellan’s call to move away from Whiggish historical narratives of 
women progressing towards some endpoint of ‘normality’ after years of 
change.31 Focusing on women’s reconstructed experiences of trade un-
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ionism through oral history, this book moves beyond accounts that have 
focused on women’s relationship with the labour movement at an institu-
tional level. It aims to draw attention to the values and beliefs of women 
underlying these broader changes, for whom trade unionism represented 
a vehicle to try and assert greater control within their workplace. 

Workplace protest and second-wave feminism 

Each case study also provides new insights into the relationship between 
women’s workplace protest, feminism and the WLM. The first historical 
accounts of the WLM were written by women who actively engaged with 
women’s liberation and focused on the public face of the movement: the 
demands, campaigns, national conferences and subsequent fragmenta-
tion.32 Early analyses emphasised the practical effects of women’s activ-
ism during this period through the development of women’s aid and rape 
crisis centres across Britain, as well as the ideological impact through 
increased public awareness that ‘the personal is political’. Jeffrey Weeks 
asserted that the WLM ‘cast a spell which impacted on the lives of women 
for over a generation’.33 More recently, there has been a greater focus on 
the local and personal impact of the movement on individual partici-
pants. Sue Bruley emphasises the novelty of consciousness-raising groups 
as a process ‘by which women sought to understand their oppression, 
redefine themselves and create new feminist identities’.34 Sarah Browne 
has also used oral history to write the first history of the WLM in Scot-
land from the perspective of grass roots activists. Browne concludes that 
women’s activism in this period, especially around the issues of abortion 
and violence against women, transformed the way Scottish society both 
‘discussed and understood the role of women’.35 The WLM is thus under-
stood to have had a significant effect on women’s experience and sense 
of self.

The WLM was an important part of the story of women’s workplace 
protest in England during the 1970s. Industrial disputes organised by 
female workers represented sites of convergence between working-class 
women seeking to alter the relations of power within their workplace and 
WLM activists hoping to extend the social composition of the movement 
by raising the consciousness of working-class women. Feminist support 
was crucial for raising the public profile of women’s workplace protest 
and could provide essential moral and financial backing for women who 
were not supported by their union. In 1989, Sheila Rowbotham wrote that 
historians in the future would need to ‘explain the experiential encounter 
between feminism and the labour movement and the transformation in 
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consciousness that has taken place among working-class women’.36 This 
claim represented a starting point for my investigation – to examine the 
nature of the relationship between female strikers and WLM activists 
from the perspective of female workers.

It must be stressed that by focusing on the relationship between 
WLM activists and female workers, I do not imply that feminism could 
only arise, or be pursued, by identifying with the WLM. As Selina Todd 
points out, the relationship between class and feminism was never with-
out tension, and many working-class women disagreed with some mid-
dle-class feminists’ belief that male behaviour was the primary cause of 
women’s exploitation.37 My oral history interviews explore this tension 
further by asking women to explain in their own words what they felt 
about feminism, and the extent to which they felt their activism had been 
influenced by the women’s movement, as well as other aspects of their 
everyday experience. Lynn Abrams has illustrated the value of looking 
beyond the women’s movement and its precursors to take account of the 
impact of wider cultural and social change on women’s sense of self in 
post-war Britain.38 The ‘sexual revolution’, the demise of religion, full em-
ployment and greater education and professional opportunities offered 
women new means of constructing a lifestyle and belief system that was 
different to that of their mothers.39 Abrams’ oral history respondents of-
ten framed their life stories around a liberationist practice, but with little 
relation to liberationist movements or ideology. The interviews in this 
book not only provide new insights into the relationship between female 
workers and WLM activists but offer new understandings of how class 
affected women’s changing sense of self in post-war England.

Research on earlier periods illustrates how women became ‘po-
liticised’ or practised ‘rough forms of feminism’, without identifying 
themselves as feminists.40 As Annemarie Hughes points out, feminism 
and women’s activism are not coterminous.41 Focusing on institutions 
and (in)formal movements can disguise the diversity of ideas, aims and 
successes of women, and obscure other forms of feminism practised in 
everyday life by women who did not necessarily identify themselves as 
feminists. By concentrating on women’s workplace protests, the present 
analysis addresses a form of activism that can be situated in a space be-
tween formal and informal politics. The women interviewed in the case 
studies that follow were all trade union members who interacted with 
feminist activists who visited their factories, joined them on picket lines 
and wrote about them. As a result, on the one hand, the book explores 
what this relationship meant to the women involved. On the other hand, 
I have also explored the women’s broader experiences and everyday re-
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sponses to unequal gender relations in the workplace. I have made every 
effort to listen to and respect my respondents’ own understanding of 
feminism. The book thus offers fresh insights into both the relationship 
between feminist activism and workplace protest during the 1970s and 
the influence of working-class women’s broader everyday experiences of 
gender antagonism on their sense of self and political identity.

Workplace protest and political identity: remembering 
the 1970s in post-industrial England

An important aim of the book is to understand why women engaged 
in workplace activism when they did, and what the impact of this was 
on their political attitudes, understandings and sense of self in the sub-
sequent period. Glimpses of personal testimony found in letters, strike 
bulletins and newspaper interviews provide clues to the political identity 
and subjectivity of women engaged in disputes at the time, whilst my own 
oral history interviews offer an insight into the meaning that participants 
ascribed to their past experience in relation to their identity and subjec-
tivities at the time of the interview.

The disputes considered in this book occurred in a period associated 
with political crisis and economic decline. Images of strikes, inflation, 
power cuts, oil price rises, hung parliaments and minority government 
permeate popular histories of the 1970s. Britain was perceived to have 
become ungovernable. The period is thus commonly characterised as the 
moment when the post-war settlement, consensus and economic growth 
crashed to an end before being rescued by Thatcherism. Historians have 
increasingly questioned this simplistic narrative and have started to draw 
greater attention to the range of opportunities and political possibilities 
that existed during this decade.42 It is crucial to recognise that the women 
involved in the disputes considered in this book grew up in a context of 
growing economic and social security associated with full employment 
and the development of the welfare state. David Edgerton recently argued 
that social democracy and the welfare state were at their peak during the 
1970s.43 Income and wealth inequality were at their lowest levels in the 
twentieth century. Organised labour was stronger by comparison to earli-
er and later periods. All of this contributed to a sense that a shift in power 
had occurred between the elite and workers in society. As Robinson et al. 
suggest, ‘Two decades of full employment, plus the discourses around the 
people’s war and welfare state had given people a fuller sense of citizen-
ship and entitlement.’44 Greater security and prosperity accompanied by 
cultural shifts in education, youth culture and consumerism encouraged 
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the decline of deference and the emergence of new social movements 
organised around a variety of new ‘post-material’ values.45

Yet it is also crucial to recognise the context in which the women 
interviewed in this book remembered their workplace activism. Dein-
dustrialisation from the 1950s destroyed large numbers of jobs for both 
men and women and began to polarise the job market, creating the need 
for in-work benefits to supplement in-work poverty.46 Wage inequality 
and job insecurity accelerated from the 1980s onwards as the Thatcher 
government sought to reduce inflation by introducing high interest rates, 
cuts in public spending and higher indirect taxes. High interest rates 
benefited property owners but exacerbated problems in manufacturing, 
and mass unemployment followed. High levels of unemployment and the 
collapse of unionised industries eroded the strength of organised labour, 
which was further weakened by successive legislation restricting trade 
unions’ ability to organise industrial action.47 The economic and politi-
cal context changed considerably from the late 1960s (when this book 
begins) to the early 1980s (when this book ends). The 2008 financial cri-
sis and politics of austerity that followed further exacerbated economic 
inequality and political polarisation in twenty-first-century Britain. The 
context within which the women were interviewed for this book (2012–
14) was thus very different to the period when their activism occurred 
and had significant effects on how women remembered and accounted 
for the personal effects of their activism. 

An approach that privileges the subjective understandings, identities 
and motivations of workers engaging in industrial conflict is important to 
challenge popular narratives that characterise the 1970s as a period when 
unruly unions and working-class greed caused economic decline. As Jack 
Saunders recently pointed out, historians of the British labour movement 
have explained rising levels of workplace protest as a direct response to 
changing economic and political circumstances after the 1950s.48 Such 
accounts often take for granted the values, ideas and collective cultures 
developed by workers themselves, which were also required for workers 
to unite and engage in collective action.49 There has been even less con-
sideration given to how these processes were shaped by gender. Strikes 
did not simply just happen. As industrial relations expert Richard Hy-
man explained in 1989, 

The very act of striking is a collective act and implies a certain amount 
of understanding and belief in the efficaciousness of mass action … 
strikes are occasionally spontaneous outbursts due to accidental 
circumstances or long periods of repression – but workers with no 
feeling of solidarity or common interest would be unlikely to strike.50
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For Hyman, strikes would not occur were it not for workers behaving as 
agents with beliefs and values that led them to consciously interpret their 
employers’ behaviour as unjust and perceive collective action as a legiti-
mate and effective response. Therefore, ‘only by exploring subjective di-
mensions – human consciousness and the interrelations of people’s defi-
nitions and responses – it becomes possible to understand the regularities 
and patterns that exist within industrial relations’.51 Hyman’s approach to 
understanding the rationale behind workplace militancy remains valid 
and can be reconciled with more recent historical approaches to individ-
ual subjectivity. For example, after reading British soldiers’ letters from 
the First World War, Michael Roper stressed the importance of focus-
ing on individual subjectivity as a means of investigating the emotional 
significance of events and practices.52 James Hinton advocates a similar 
approach to understanding the past in his analysis of Mass-Observation 
diaries from the Second World War. For Hinton, the point of examin-
ing the motivations, beliefs and values of individuals is not necessarily 
to offer more ‘authentic’ accounts of the past, but to ‘locate individuals 
in their social context, and to understand how, in constructing their own 
selfhoods, they contributed to larger patterns of continuity and change’.53

So, it is important to look beyond broad economic change or the ac-
tions of large institutions when examining workplace protest during this 
period and to think about how the political identities and relationships of 
those who engaged in workplace activism were shaped by their everyday 
experiences. As Selina Todd argues, workers’ growing assertiveness dur-
ing this period can also be explained by their shared aspiration for greater 
control over the organisation of their lives, which included the way their 
work was organised and paid.54 The following chapters will argue that 
female workers’ demands for equal pay and protests against being treated 
as a secondary labour force were also shaped by their aspiration to have 
the value of their work recognised; to have their specific skills and role as 
economic providers accepted by patronising male employers and trade 
union officials; to be treated with dignity and respect, which they felt was 
undermined due to their sex. 

Sources and methods 

Contemporaneous accounts of women’s work and trade unionism during 
this period suggest that women had a distinct, gendered experience of 
workplace protest because they were likely to work in different jobs, to 
be paid less and to have less influence within their trade union than their 
male workmates (especially if they worked part-time). The period has 
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also been associated with a transition in ideas about women’s rights in 
the workplace evidenced by the passage of equality legislation and greater 
commitment from trade unions to integrate and represent the specific 
interests of their increased female membership.55 Chapter 1 explains how 
instances of women’s workplace protest were situated within these public 
debates at the time. It provides an overview of representations and pub-
lic discourses surrounding women’s workplace protest found in feminist 
literature, trade union publications and sociological studies. The rest of 
the book identifies the personal implications of these broader social and 
political changes for female workers who engaged in collective action 
through an analysis of four case studies of workplace disputes organised 
by women during this period.

The case studies present four different examples of women asserting 
their rights in the workplace. To start, Chapter 2 provides an original ac-
count of the Ford sewing machinists’ fight for skill recognition in 1968. 
The 1968 Ford sewing machinists’ strike is widely understood as a cru-
cial turning point that led to the Equal Pay Act in 1970. However, this 
triumphant narrative of the strike as a victory has served to disguise the 
fact that the women at Ford perceived the outcome of the 1968 strike as a 
defeat and continued to fight for skill recognition until 1985, when their 
work was finally regraded after another nine-week strike. This chapter 
offers an account of the 1968 strike from the perspective of the women 
involved. Chapter 3 moves on to examine how the Equal Pay Act was in-
terpreted and challenged by female workers once it was implemented in 
1975. It provides a detailed consideration of the longest equal pay strike 
in British labour history, which took place at the Trico-Folberth wind-
screen wiper factory in Brentford, west London, during the summer of 
1976. Following this, Chapter 4 focuses on the 1972 occupation of Sex-
ton, Son & Everard Shoe Factory organised by female workers fighting 
to save their jobs in Fakenham, Norfolk. The occupation lasted eighteen 
weeks before the women involved established their own co-operative that 
traded with varied levels of success until it entered receivership in 1977. 
The Fakenham occupation moves the book on to a different track away 
from the equal pay debates, considered in the previous two chapters, to-
wards working-class women’s fight against factory closures and unem-
ployment. Finally, Chapter 5 returns to Ford, in Dagenham, to analyse 
the 1984–85 sewing machinists’ strike for skill recognition and improved 
grading – the original grievance of the 1968 strike. Ending in the same lo-
cation where the book begins, the final case study illustrates the centrality 
and continued salience of the subjective value of women’s work that runs 
throughout the period between 1968 and 1985.
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The case studies were chosen for the frequency with which they are 
cited as examples of women’s workplace militancy in histories of women’s 
trade unionism and feminism in post-war England, but without being 
the subject of a significant investigation from a historical perspective.56 In 
terms of representativeness, the aim was not so much to establish broad 
conclusions about working-class women’s behaviour – it could be argued 
that the women were atypical or extraordinary by engaging in such ac-
tion in the first place. Instead, it focuses on the meaning of each dispute 
for the self-selecting sample of women who came forward to tell me sto-
ries about their past. Following James Hinton, individual case studies and 
life histories provide acute insights into more general historical processes 
because it is the choices made by individuals that drive those processes 
forward.57 Similarly, Abrams argues that prioritising women’s own voices 
and interpretations of the past is useful as a means of challenging es-
tablished historical explanations of women’s role in society, but also for 
offering an ‘authentic story with meaning for those who narrated it’.58 In 
the context of this book, I have focused on women’s voices and local case 
studies to move beyond existing accounts that situate women’s collective 
action in a general narrative about women’s increased presence in the 
labour force and trade unions, as well as the emergence of second-wave 
feminism and equality legislation. The case studies and individual stories 
that follow offer new insights into how female workers interpreted the 
influence of these wider social and institutional changes on their own 
personal experience and sense of self. 

Each case study draws on a combination of written sources and oral 
history. Written sources include national and local newspaper coverage of 
each dispute, WLM pamphlets and articles and trade union publications 
and correspondence. Written sources were used to establish the context 
and sequence of events surrounding each dispute. They also indicate how 
each dispute was publicly perceived, represented and judged at the time, 
and offer evidence of the social and cultural expectations that surround-
ed working-class women’s behaviour during that period. Finally, the  
numerous interviews with female workers that appear in these sources, 
although obviously mediated, provide clues as to women’s understand-
ings, motivations and evaluations of their action at the time and are valu-
able as records of contemporary voices.59 Oral history was used to reveal 
what could not be discovered elsewhere: personal experiences of paid 
work, trade unionism and workplace protest, and the manner in which 
individuals made sense of these past experiences as they constructed 
their political identities and sense of self in the present. The book draws 
on interviews with thirteen women contacted through advertisements 
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in local newspapers, libraries, supermarkets and internet community fo-
rums and also by word of mouth.60

Oral history provides a useful means of analysing individuals’ expe-
riences, motivations and the personal consequences of participating in 
collective action in the past. Maud Bracke argues that analysis of social 
and political movements based on the mobilisation of collective identi-
ties requires awareness of the individual’s sense of self. She shows how 
feminist groups provoked political and legislative change in Italy, but 
also draws on oral history effectively to illustrate the movement’s ‘exis-
tential impact’ on thousands of women who associated their experiences 
of feminist activism in the 1970s with a transition in their social atti-
tudes, personal relationships, political outlook and self-understanding.61 
In Scotland, Sarah Browne examines personal testimony with WLM ac-
tivists to develop a more ‘in-depth understanding of who supported the 
movement and why’. She demonstrates the important effects of the per-
sonal experiences of individual members upon the main arguments and 
campaigns developed by the wider movement in Scotland.62 Similarly, 
Celia Hughes uses oral history to illustrate the effects of cultural change 
in 1960s Britain on political activists’ sense of self and identity on the rad-
ical left.63 The point is that oral history represents a useful methodology 
for examining instances of collective action in the past because it reveals 
how social and political mobilisation was not just the product (as well as 
producer) of structural processes, but was also shaped by the personal 
lives and experiences of active participants and their understanding of 
the world around them. 

Oral history has the capacity to offer similar insights into workers’ 
militancy in the past. For example, Jim Phillips argues in his study of the 
1984–85 miners’ strike in Scotland that the privileging of high politics 
has obscured the broader economic, social and cultural dimensions of 
the strike from a historian’s analysis.64 Using a combination of quantita-
tive data and oral history, Phillips illustrates how the strike was shaped by 
economic variables, as well as the ‘moral economy’ of workers involved.65 
Another example of oral history being used effectively to examine work-
place militancy from this period is Sundari Anitha et al.’s study of the 
1976–79 Grunwick dispute, primarily involving South Asian female 
workers. They argue that celebratory accounts of the strike as a pivotal 
moment in the labour movement’s representation of minority workers 
often emphasised the ‘exoticism’ of the ‘strikers in saris’, without consid-
ering the working lives and experiences of the women involved.66 Draw-
ing on interviews with five participants, they argue that the particular 
migratory histories and socioeconomic backgrounds of the women were 
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crucial to explaining their decision to engage in collective action. Many 
of the women came from middle-class backgrounds in East Africa and 
were indignant at the poor conditions and low pay of factory work. At 
the same time, some of the women reported feeling ashamed at asking 
the public for money during the dispute, whilst others felt uncomfort-
able talking about particular aspects of the strike that violated ‘gendered 
scripts of appropriate behaviour’.67 Anitha et al. emphasise how these per-
sonal, social and cultural factors intersected with women’s material expe-
riences of paid work to shape South Asian women’s narratives about the 
dispute.68 These examples of existing studies illustrate the value of oral 
history as a methodology for understanding the everyday motivations 
and personal concerns of workers in a manner that challenges dominant 
narratives that associate ‘unruly unions’ with economic decline in post-
war Britain. 

Joan Sangster’s study of a 1937 strike organised by female textile 
workers in Peterborough, Canada, highlights the value of using oral his-
tory to focus on women’s subjective accounts of workplace militancy. She 
argues that oral historians must adopt an approach that reconciles the 
cultural construction of memory within a framework of social and eco-
nomic relations and imperatives. She writes,

Asking why and how women explain, rationalise and make sense of 
the past offers insight into the social and material framework within 
which they operated, the perceived choices and cultural patterns they 
faced, and the complex relationship between individual consciousness 
and culture.69

Sangster suggests that the strength of oral history lies in its ability to in-
terrogate how individuals perceived and understood their past experi-
ences, decisions and behaviour. The interview represents both a linguistic 
and a social event that elicits a construction of the past rooted in the 
perspective of the present, yet based on a historical and material reality.70 
The job for the oral historian is to identify how respondents’ explanations 
for their past behaviour are shaped by their personal experiences of so-
cial and economic processes, but also the various cultural resources and 
shared stories they draw on to represent their experience in the interview. 

The concept of ‘composure’ is essential to understanding how indi-
viduals narrate their past. It is now widely understood that people relate 
the stories they tell about themselves to popular and public narratives 
about particular historical events. In the words of Penny Summerfield, 
the oral historian must examine not only ‘the voice that speaks for itself, 
but also the voices that speak to it’.71 Summerfield illustrates how her fe-
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male respondents drew on popular discourses surrounding the impact of 
the Second World War (heroic or stoic) on gender roles as they sought to 
‘compose’ coherent memories of their personal experiences of war. Anna 
Green argued that Summerfield moved too far from interpreting the sig-
nificance of individual memory by trying to situate women’s testimony 
in pre-existing cultural frameworks. She concluded that oral historians 
needed to avoid ‘culturally deterministic’ understandings of individual 
memories and reassert the ‘capacity of the conscious self to contest and 
critique cultural scripts and discourses’.72

Graham Smith advocates a balanced approach to understanding the 
process of remembering that champions neither the influence of cultural 
discourses nor the boundless agency of individuals and their memory. 
Instead, he suggests that oral historians must focus on how memory is 
the product of both cultural context and individual experience of social 
processes.73 Celia Hughes’ study of British activists on the radical left pro-
vides a good example of this approach. She reflects how her interviewees 
constructed their identities in relation to the national and international 
context of expanding social and political boundaries in the 1950s and 
1960s, but also emphasises the local and familial context ‘which fostered 
certain ways of seeing, feeling and being’ for her interviewees.74

In the context of this book, it was not always easy to identify coher-
ent public narratives available to my respondents to draw on when con-
structing accounts of their collective action. There was no obvious ‘third 
man in the room’, an expression coined by Rebecca Clifford that refers 
to the shared public memories and meta-narratives surrounding 1960s 
activism that influenced her interviewees’ testimony about their experi-
ences of 1968 in Italy.75 Although each dispute received public attention 
at the time, and has since been recognised within histories of women, 
trade unions and feminism, my respondents were often unaware of and 
detached from these public narratives, with the exception of the Dagen-
ham sewing machinists. Very often the women I interviewed seemed 
surprised that I had taken an interest in their past. Many expressed views 
such as ‘I haven’t thought much about it for a while’ or ‘I didn’t think 
it was important until this came up’. The public recognition of the oral 
history interview itself made many women rethink the significance of 
the dispute within their own lives with comments like ‘thinking about 
it now it was probably quite important’ or ‘looking back, you realise you 
have done something with your life’. This was similar to what Anitha et al. 
found when they interviewed women who participated in the Grunwick 
dispute.76 They suggested that their interviews represented the first time 
their participants had reflected on the historical significance of their 



Introduction﻿

j

    17   

J

agency because they were previously unaware or had not been part of 
the ‘celebratory accounts of Grunwick as a turning point in British labour 
history subsequently constructed by the trade unions’.77

Summerfield’s research on women’s experiences of the Second World 
War also showed how composure was difficult for groups who experience 
‘cultural silences’.78 She writes, 

Ordinary people who have memories that do not fit publicly available 
accounts have difficulty finding words and concepts with which to 
compose their memories whether in anecdotal snapshots or extended 
narratives. If individuals cannot draw on appropriate public accounts, 
they must seek to justify their deviation or fit their stories into alternative 
frameworks, or express memories in fragmentary accounts.79 

The women interviewed in the following chapters faced some of these 
challenges as they rethought the significance of their action within the 
moment of the oral history interview. It was not that there was neces-
sarily a ‘cultural silence’ surrounding women’s workplace activism at the 
time of the interview – the disputes analysed here have been citied in 
academic studies, have been memorialised through public events and in 
the case of Dagenham have been woven into a feature film. Instead, my 
interviewees’ ambivalent relationship with public narratives surrounding 
their activism recalled Lynn Abrams’ reminder that individuals do not al-
ways situate their stories in a context that is familiar to historians; whilst 
I became interested in placing the women’s stories in relation to historical 
narratives about women’s employment and trade union trends, my inter-
viewees were more likely to position their experience in relation to their 
personal, family or local history.80 Selina Todd has recently emphasised 
the influence of personal knowledge, constructed from interaction with 
family, friends, the workplace and state officials, on self-understanding. 
Todd argues that material circumstances were as influential as public and 
expert knowledge in shaping individuals’ understanding of their place in 
the world.81 In what follows, I seek to identify both the wider public nar-
ratives and personal contexts that respondents drew on when construct-
ing their testimony. 

I aimed to gather life stories from my interviewees to gain an under-
standing of the personal meaning of each dispute and to examine how 
each respondent felt it had affected their sense of self. Following Char-
lotte Linde, people compose their sense of self through the stories they 
tell about their past: ‘In order to exist in the social world with a comforta-
ble sense of being a good, socially proper and stable person, an individual 
needs to have a coherent, acceptable and constantly revised life story.’82 
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The individual revises their life story to align their past experience with 
their sense of who they are in the present, and with how they would like 
to be perceived by other people. The life story can be distinguished from 
a ‘life history’ which represents a chronologically told narrative of an in-
dividual’s past based on transitions between recognisable life stages and 
events such as childhood, education and marriage.83 Focusing on a life 
story is different to a life history because it is less about the details of 
an individual’s life course, and more about how an individual reinter-
prets their past. The process of retelling and reinterpreting one’s life story 
offers a means of achieving a stable and composed sense of self in the 
present. Linde suggests that individuals develop coherence systems that 
emphasise the causality and continuity between their past experiences 
in a manner that makes sense to themselves, as well as their audience.84 
Lynn Abrams’ research on the post-war female self illustrates how some 
of her respondents framed their life stories around a coherence system 
that drew on a feminist emancipation narrative that told a continuous 
story about equality of opportunity, choice and freedom to determine 
their own lives as individual women, without identifying themselves with 
feminist politics.85

I devised semi-structured schedules to guide life stories from re-
spondents prior to every interview. The aim was to establish where they 
situated their activism within their wider experiences. Each respond-
ent was asked about their childhood, family and early experiences of 
work and trade unionism; the details of their practical involvement 
in the dispute; and the extent to which they felt this had influenced 
their political attitudes. Whilst I aimed to gain life stories from each 
respondent, this was sometimes inhibited by two factors. First, all my 
interviewees knew that I had contacted them because I was research-
ing workplace militancy. The majority of respondents appeared to have 
prepared themselves prior to the interview to talk about the details and 
their experience of each dispute specifically – a ‘memory frame’ that 
was narrower than the framework I wished to encourage. The implica-
tions of this were that respondents were sometimes unprepared, or re-
luctant to talk about their families or wider experiences of work in oth-
er jobs, which were not necessarily seen as relevant or part of the story 
that they were aiming to tell about themselves. Secondly, the women 
from Dagenham and some of the Brentford women were only willing 
to be interviewed together as a group. This possibly demonstrated a 
lack of confidence in their own stories and may also have prevented 
individuals from sharing certain information in front of each other, yet 
also presented its own opportunities.
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It would be reasonable to assume that the fact I was a male research-
er, born twenty-eight years after my youngest respondent and fifty-eight 
years after the oldest, will have influenced my interviewees’ testimony. It 
is difficult to judge the precise effects of this without being able to com-
pare my interviews with those of a female researcher. Hilary Young ar-
gues that her subject position as a young, educated and liberated woman 
affected her older male respondents’ testimony in her research on Scot-
tish masculinities.86 She suggests that they perceived her ‘as someone who 
approved of changed gender roles’ and composed their testimony accord-
ingly, by either giving examples from their past that conformed with con-
temporary discourses surrounding the ‘new man’ or asserting a macho 
image they felt had been undermined and challenged by women like 
herself. Young felt that a male interviewee may have elicited a different 
narrative from the same respondents.87 In the context of this book, not 
one respondent commented directly on my gender. Although a female 
interviewer may have elicited different responses, the key point here is 
that I have adopted a feminist aim throughout my interviews to recognise 
and privilege women’s own definitions, understandings and interpreta-
tions of their experiences.88

Although group interviews were not my initial methodological pref-
erence, they actually produced an interesting and invaluable opportunity 
to consider the interaction between individual and collective memory. 
Graham Smith explains the value of group interviews. First, he suggests 
they can confer identity and affirm individual competence. Group mem-
bers cue each other’s memories and construct a collective memory that 
goes beyond the individual recollection of one person.89 Yet, it is not just 
the collective accumulation of details about past events that is valuable. 
Smith also emphasises the value of the interaction between the indi-
vidual and group memory as individuals construct common identities 
through talking about lived experience.90 He points out that remember-
ing represents an everyday pastime that often involves the interchange 
and comparison of memories between individuals. For Smith, the group 
interview presents an opportunity to ‘chart the terrains of transactive 
memory’, recognise the memories individuals share and take for granted 
and investigate an individual’s capacity to critically engage with inher-
ited ideologies.91 In the context of this book, three group interviews have 
been used to examine how participants made sense of their personal ex-
perience by collectively reconstructing and interpreting the meaning of 
each strike. This involved the creation of common accounts, as well as 
oppositional narratives that challenged pre-existing assumptions about 
the meaning of each dispute. 
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A focus on individual case studies – and the accounts of individual 
women – permits a greater appreciation of the impact of local context 
and everyday practices on women’s subjective motivations to engage in 
collective action. I have focused on case studies and relied on women’s 
testimony as a primary source to, following the words of Claire Lang-
hamer, ‘effect an analysis embedded in everyday practices’.92 ‘Recovering’ 
these women’s stories and presenting them together in a collective por-
trait enables one to identify some shared experiences and understand-
ings, but also allows an appreciation of the differences among individual 
women’s attitudes and the manner in which they made sense of the past. 
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