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Abstract

From March 1984 to March 1985, over 150,000 British coal miners walked out on strike in
protest at plans for widespread closures in the industry. Alongside the strike developed a
large and diverse support movement, both within Britain and internationally. This thesis
focuses on the solidarity campaign in London, a city far from the heartlands of the coal
industry. The support movement outside of the coalfield areas has been relatively
understudied in the years since the dispute, and this thesis is a contribution to recuperating
this important history. The four central empirical chapters are organised thematically. The
first explores relationships developed between London and the coalfields from the late
1960s, arguing that the support of 1984-5 must be rooted in ongoing mutual relationships of
solidarity. The second describes the diverse spaces and sites in which the support movement
was enacted, and how distinct tactics such as twinning and forms of politicised mobility
reduced the distance between London and mining areas, enabling the development of
personal relationships across space. The third focuses on the weaknesses of the support
movement, working-class opposition to the strike, and the relationship between this absence
of solidarity and the anti-union rhetoric of elites. In the fourth empirical chapter, | emphasise
how the intersecting politics of class, race, gender and sexuality were raised through the
miners’ strike solidarity movement, and the forging of new relationships across spatial and

social boundaries.

Through a study of the miners’ support movement, this thesis makes a number of central
theoretical contributions. It is concerned firstly with developing an account of translocal
solidarity as a generative relationship that can construct connections across social and
geographical boundaries, and develop new political theories and practices. Secondly, | argue
for an intersectional approach to class as a way of rejecting simplistic divisions between the
politics of class, gender, sexuality and race. In particular, | highlight intersectionality as a
historical process whereby relationships of solidarity across space inform a politics that is
simultaneously able to recognise differences and develop commonalities. Thirdly, |
emphasise how translocal networks of solidarity contribute to relational constructions of
place, but that such an understanding is not inimical to a deep, historically rooted local
development of class. Fourthly, 1 argue that a spatially and temporally dynamic
understanding of the construction of cultures of mutual solidarity can contribute significantly

to how we think about labour agency.
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Chapter 1

Introduction: Translocal solidarity and the 1984-5 miners’ strike

In March 1984, over 150,000 coal miners walked out on strike in protest against plans for
widespread closures in the nationalised industry, only returning to work after twelve months.
Ultimately unsuccessful, it was arguably the most significant industrial dispute in post-war
British history. Alongside the strike developed a large and diverse support movement, both
within Britain and internationally, as the dispute became a focus for opposition to the
political project of the Conservative government under Margaret Thatcher. This thesis
focuses on the solidarity campaign in London, a city far from the heartlands of the coal
industry. It is a labour and radical history and geography of the coalfields, the London left,
the 1970s and the 1980s. It is also centrally a study of the development of translocal
solidarity. This research highlights the networks of mutual solidarity constructed between
the capital and the coalfields, and how these relationships shaped the political and social
cultures in these places. Through an approach attentive to both the spatial and temporal
aspects of solidarity, the thesis contributes conceptually to questions of class and
intersectionality, the relational development of place-based political cultures, and to the

theorisation of labour agency.

In the first section of this introduction | provide a brief overview of the 1984-5 miners’ strike
and the solidarity movement. In the second section | outline how the support campaign was
understood during and in the immediate aftermath of the dispute, and the ways the strike has
been written about in geography and other disciplines subsequently. I argue throughout the
thesis that characterisations of the support campaign in terms of charity or humanitarian aid
are flawed, relying on a mechanical understanding of solidarity and an overly simplistic
geography of class in Britain. In the final section I provide an outline of the thesis, which in
contrast presents a historically and spatially dynamic view of solidarity as a political practice
that can create relationships of mutual support across differences, and construct new

understandings of shared aims and experiences.
The 1984-5 miners’ strike and the support movement

By the mid-1980s employment in the British coalfields had been declining for decades but
strike action over pit closures had been almost impossible to organise on a national basis
(Hudson and Sadler 1985). This had remained stubbornly true in the early 1980s, with the

leadership of the National Union of Mineworkers (NUM) losing national ballots on the issue



(Beynon 1985a:9-11). One woman from South Wales active in the 1984-5 strike explained
that she had initially been sceptical because it was twenty years too late: ‘I didn’t see any
point in it, this valley was dead anyway’ (Headon and Thomas 1985). Yet there were
important differences between the 1980s and earlier periods. The high level of
unemployment under Thatcher’s governments, the worst since the 1930s, meant that there
were comparatively few alternatives if the mines were closed (Phillips 2012a:11). This gave
a much stronger impetus to resist the expected job losses. The connection between pit
closures and the destruction of communities more broadly was powerfully made (Francis
2015:40).

Shifts in industrial relations and political developments were crucial as well. The
comparatively consensual, or at least corporatist, approach of the National Coal Board
(NCB) was undermined by a newly combative management at both national and local levels
(Beynon and McMylor 1985; Phillips 2012a:53). This change partly reflected increased
government hostility towards state-owned industries. In opposition in the 1970s, the
Conservatives had prepared for confrontations with trade unions as part of a plan aimed at
introducing market relations into the public sector and a programme of ‘denationalisation’.
This plan was pursued following the electoral successes of Margaret Thatcher’s
Conservatives in 1979 and again in 1983 (Gallas 2016; Nationalised Industries Policy Group
1977). On the trade union side, the 1982 election of Arthur Scargill to President of the NUM
in place of Joe Gormley represented a victory for the radical rank and file movements that
had developed in the coalfields since at least the late 1960s. If the government and
employer’s side was increasingly belligerent, with Scargill working alongside the
Derbyshire left-winger Peter Heathfield and Communist Mick McGahey in the three most
senior positions of the union, the leadership of the NUM was also less inclined towards

conciliation.

However, the strike was not Scargill or any other union leader’s personal battle, with much
of the impetus coming from activists among the membership and lay NUM officials. The
historian Raphael Samuel argued that during the strike ‘all of the crucial initiatives came
from below [...] The real nerve centre was not the National Union of Mineworkers
headquarters in Sheffield [...] but the Miners’ Welfare in the villages’ (Samuel 1986a:xii—
xiii). Localised strikes were already underway in a number of areas, notably in Scotland
where over fifty per cent of miners were in dispute in March 1984 (Phillips 2012a:1).
Escalation into a national strike was sparked by the threatened closure of Cortonwood

Colliery in Yorkshire, which was then the largest coal mining area in Britain. Activists from
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Yorkshire in particular sought to roll out the strike by picketing throughout the country. The
dispute spread unevenly across the British coalfields. It was strongest in the left-wing areas
of Yorkshire, South Wales, Scotland and Kent, but also in the traditionally moderate Durham
coalfield (Renouf 1989). Pits in the Midlands remained a weakness for the strike throughout
the year. Leicestershire, South Derbyshire, and most famously the large Nottinghamshire
area had a majority that continued to work (Howell 2012). Nevertheless, at its peak around
80 per cent of miners were on strike (Department of Energy 1984). Significant numbers of
striking miners only started to return to work in late 1984. A number of possible turning
points—dock strikes, a vote for industrial action by the colliery deputies” union NACODS,
the declaration of support at the September 1984 Trades Union Congress (TUC)
conference—passed without the NCB or government’s capitulation. With an increasing
number of miners working, representatives of the areas narrowly voted to end the dispute in

March 1985 with no agreement on pit closures (Francis 2015:68-72).

Alongside the dispute, a large and diverse support movement emerged that helped sustain
the strike for twelve months. This movement was strongest in Britain but also had a
significant international dimension (Saunders 1989). Much of the support was informal and
difficult to quantify. A Labour Research Department (1985) survey received responses from
over three hundred organisations involved in supporting the miners, but this is probably only
a fraction of the total. Within London there were miners’ support groups for almost every
borough of the city. This was coordinated to some extent through a central London NUM
Support Committee, which distributed up to £40,000 a month through the coalfields (London
NUM Support Committee 1984). Again, this represents only a small proportion of what was
collected in the capital, as donations were often given directly to mining areas by supporters.
Solidarity was organised by trades councils, trade union branches, the Labour Party, the
Communist Party (CPGB), the Trotskyist left, anarchists, feminist groups, black
organisations, lesbian and gay activists, musicians, students, unemployed workers, and
others. The support movement outside of the coalfield areas has been relatively understudied
in the years since the dispute, and this thesis is a contribution to recuperating this important

history.
Writing the miners’ strike

Doreen Massey and Hilary Wainwright wrote one of the most comprehensive overview
accounts of the solidarity campaign at the time. They argued that the strike of male, manual
workers looked like ‘the old working class with a vengeance [...] And yet around this
struggle a massive support movement has grown up—almost unreported—with as broad a
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social and geographical base as any post-war radical political movement’ (Massey and
Wainwright 1985:149). The different social structure of large cities, Massey and Wainwright
suggested, had produced a politics that contrasted with coalfield labourism: ‘often
anarchistic, socially adventurous, with a commitment to politics outside the workplace as
well as within. It is the radical, as opposed to the labourist, end of the labour movement’
(Massey and Wainwright 1985:151). This confluence of different political traditions through
the strike and the support networks is a central concern of this thesis, although | argue that

sometimes these distinctions have been mapped onto specific places too simplistically.

London was often perceived as the coalfield’s antithesis: a large, cosmopolitan and diverse
city with a substantial middle class, as opposed to the small, socially conservative, working-
class pit villages associated with mining areas. This view shaped how the historian Raphael
Samuel understood the support movement. He argued that ‘it was not affinity which drew
sympathy and support for the miners, but in the first place difference — the uniqueness of the
pit villages in the landscape of contemporary life’ (Samuel 1986a:x). Support, Samuel
argued, was ‘predicated on the miners’ weakness rather than their strength’, and ‘owed more
to a humanitarian spirit of Good Works than, in any classical trade union sense, solidarity’
(Samuel 1986a:x). Samuel continued this theme in a further essay in the same book. He
again rejected the label of ‘solidarity’ for the support movement, asserting that it was more
akin to Christian notions of charity than class-consciousness ‘as classically conceived’. The
high point, he believed, was the Christmas appeal for the miners, with support expressed
through aid not industrial action. This aid ‘fed on difference rather than affinity, a sense of
miners’ otherness’. It resembled conscious money, and reflected regional inequalities of
wealth. That much of this support came from London and the prosperous south east was
significant for Samuel: he argued that ‘it seems to have been cross-class in character, more
akin to the 1920s adoption of pit villages in the Rhondda by places like Bournemouth and
Hampstead, than to solidarity’ (Samuel 1986b:33; see also Millar 2016).

The difference between Massey and Wainwright’s enthusiastic portrayal of the support
movement and the downbeat assessment developed by Samuel was partly a matter of timing.
Massey and Wainwright wrote their account in the midst of the struggle; Samuel was
attempting to account for one of the most significant defeats in the history of the British left.
Developing our understanding of the failure of the miners’ strike and the weaknesses of the
support movement is an important element of this thesis. In particular, | attempt to account
for popular opposition to the strike in a more comprehensive way than has been offered

before. Nevertheless, Samuel’s account of the support campaign for the miners is empirically
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and theoretically limited. For Samuel, solidarity appears to be a relationship between pre-
existing groups of similar people. In contrast, | argue that solidarity can help establish new
commonalities across social and geographical boundaries. At the same time, the gulf in class
experience represented by the contrast of Hampstead and the Rhondda is a
mischaracterisation of the solidarity campaign. Middle-class Londoners supported the strike
but so did Fleet Street printworkers, inner city black youth from places like the Broadwater
Farm Estate in Tottenham, cleaners at Barking Hospital, working-class Polytechnic students,
and large numbers of unemployed people in the city. Developing a more nuanced geography
of class in Britain has an impact on how we understand not only the miners’ strike, but also

the politics of the left in the 1980s more widely.

The early geographical literature on the miners’ strike was concerned in particular with the
nature of regional political cultures within the coalfields (Rees 1985, 1986; Renouf 1989;
Sunley 1986). The analysis of ‘spatially uneven’ participation in the strike continued to be a
theme in later research (Blomley 1994:154; see also Griffiths and Johnston 1991). On
occasion such work could feel geographically bounded, emphasising the dynamics contained
within particular coalfield localities and regions. By concentrating on the translocal networks
that were crucial in sustaining the strike, I highlight the importance of thinking relationally
about the construction of regional and local political cultures. Nicholas Blomley’s work on
the dispute introduced a greater sense of mobility, arguing that a struggle over space and
movement through space was central to the strike (Blomley 1994:150-188). He emphasised
the attempt by police to restrict pickets from travelling across the country, but also the
ideological conflict over rights based around movement, most notably the ‘right to go to
work’ (Blomley 1994:171). | expand on this sense of mobility and a struggle over space to
emphasise the diverse activities that brought people from London and the coalfields together.
Influenced by traditions of labour history, however, | place a greater emphasis on recounting

individuals’ experience of constructing these translocal relationships from below.

Beyond the discipline of geography, an extensive literature has been produced on the strike
over the last three decades. Jim Phillips (2012a:2-5) suggests that we can distinguish
between work that has focused on the high politics of the dispute, and that which is rooted
in a ‘popular agency’ tradition. This thesis is concerned primarily with the latter, but | argue
nevertheless that to understand popular agency it is necessary to consider the role of the
state, the government, and political and trade union leaderships. Moreover, as | suggest in
Chapter 2, foregrounding the support movement suggests that accounts from below do not

have to be limited to a constricted sense of the local. Phillips and Francis have produced
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important recent studies of the strike in Scotland and South Wales, which move beyond the
focus on Yorkshire and Nottinghamshire that tend to dominate more general accounts of the
year (Francis 2015; Phillips 2012a, 2012b; see also Curtis 2013). Phillips (2012a) has
foregrounded the moral and material resources within Scotland that miners replied upon
during the dispute, and more broadly how the violation of the coalfield ‘moral economy’
was a central factor in the strike. Hywel Francis (2015), himself a support group activist at
the time, similarly emphasises the regional specificity of the dispute in South Wales and the
resources developed within the area, but also the wider connections that were mobilised
during the strike. These works provide a strong sense of the traditions and histories of
coalfield areas and the crucial role they played in 1984-5. By focusing on the networks
constructed between coalfield areas and London, however, this thesis develops a more

relational way of thinking about the development of these political cultures.

This work contributes to the literature on the miners’ strike empirically by developing an in-
depth account of the support movement outside of mining areas. As a result, it also builds
on recent research on the urban left in 1980s Britain (Frost and North 2013; Payling 2014).
The London left in this period tends to be characterised as particularly concerned with what
came to be termed ‘identity politics’. Jerry White, for instance, has argued that the Labour
administration of the Greater London Council (GLC) alienated most Londoners by pursuing
‘ideological purity on gender, sexuality and race’ (White 2008:397). The distinction between
a politics based on class and one influenced by post-1968 liberation movements has often
been drawn too starkly. By showing the importance of the miners’ strike for the London left
| demonstrate the centrality of class to the capital’s politics, but the form this took was shaped
by feminist, anti-racist and LGBT liberation activists. This less rigid form of class politics
is of continuing relevance, and recounting the miners’ support movement can therefore be a

usable past for contemporary political organising.

Through a study of the miners’ support movement, this thesis makes a number of central
theoretical contributions. It is concerned firstly with developing an account of translocal
solidarity as a generative relationship that can construct connections across social and
geographical boundaries, and develop new political theories and practices. Secondly, | argue
for an intersectional approach to class as a way of rejecting simplistic divisions between the
politics of class, gender, sexuality and race. In particular, | highlight intersectionality as a
historical process whereby relationships of solidarity across space inform a politics that is
simultaneously able to recognise differences and develop commonalities. Thirdly, |

emphasise how translocal networks of solidarity contribute to relational constructions of
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place, but that such an understanding is not inimical to a deep, historically rooted local
development of class. Fourthly, | argue that a spatially and temporally dynamic
understanding of the construction of cultures of mutual solidarity can contribute significantly
to how we think about labour agency. The next section of this chapter outlines in more detail
the structure of the thesis and its central arguments.

Outline of the thesis

Chapter 2 sets out the conceptual framework and central theoretical contributions of this
thesis. It engages centrally with debates around the nature and meaning of solidarity, but also
with related questions on difference, place, space, scale and working-class agency. | argue
that an approach informed by traditions within labour history, and historical analysis more
broadly, together with labour and wider social movement geographies, offers productive
possibilities for rethinking the 1984-5 miners’ strike. I highlight how solidarity can be a
mutual relationship, and has the potential to forge commonalities across spatial and social
boundaries. | argue for a historically dynamic approach to the construction and contestation
of solidarity, political spaces, and of the development of place-based identities.
Understanding the temporalities of solidarity does not simply mean tracing the development
over time of networks and relationships, but also how this process is memorialised and
mobilised as a resource during particular struggles. Such an approach, | suggest, can
contribute significantly to how we think about working-class agency, moving beyond
existing debates within labour geography that either assert the existence of labour agency or

claim that it has been exaggerated.

Chapter 3 develops a methodology for reconstructing the miners’ strike solidarity movement
based on archival research. | outline a translocal approach, tracing the networks developed
between London and mining areas in archives across England and Wales to uncover the
mobility of metropolitan and coalfield activists. | consider questions of power and voice in
the archive, highlighting how power imbalances create an uneven record skewed towards
the elite. Nevertheless, | emphasise the diverse ways activists, archivists, librarians, film
makers and others recorded the strike from below, giving voice to the thousands of people
involved in constructing translocal networks of solidarity. | argue for an approach that is
both empirically rigorous and politically committed. This political commitment has shaped
the kind of research | have done in seeking to uncover the diversity of the solidarity
movement. This approach to recovering translocal solidarities across geographical and social

differences, I argue, can offer a new perspective on the miners’ strike, which is too frequently
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portrayed as simply the last gasp of a traditional—and implicitly white, heterosexual and

masculine—Ilabour politics.

Chapter 4 focuses on the development of relationships between London and the coalfields
from the late 1960s until the 1984-5 strike. | emphasise in particular the 1972 and 1974
miners’ strikes and the support given by Londoners during those disputes, and the solidarity
coalfield activists provided for the 1976-8 Grunwick dispute in London. During these earlier
disputes we can see precursors of the feminist, black and LGBT solidarities that were
developed in 1984-5. This history helps reposition the 1984-5 strike in the context of longer
and more reciprocal relationships compared to accounts that overemphasise the novelty of
that year. | highlight how these longer standing connections were drawn upon both
practically and rhetorically during the 1984-5 strike to catalyse support networks. This
account helps us understand the construction of a culture of solidarity that was rooted in the

labour movement, but a labour movement which was reshaped through diverse solidarities.

Chapter 5 focuses more closely on the 1984-5 strike itself, exploring the sites and spaces in
which solidarity was enacted. | argue that the strike can be understood as part of an ongoing
contestation of political and social space. I discuss the picket line as a key space of solidarity
that highlighted the material entanglement of London and the coalfields, but which was also
challenged by the state. One crucial way that translocal solidarity was organised was through
twinning arrangements between support groups and particular mining areas, a distinct
approach which allowed for greater personal interaction. | discuss the bookshops, miners’
welfares, workplaces, women’s centres, and other spaces in which the solidarity movement
was organised. This physical presence of the labour and broader social movements, | argue,
highlighted how rootedness in localities and the ability to construct relationships across
space were mutually reinforcing. The state, | argue, played a contradictory role in this
process. The central state often tried to restrict these spaces, while left Labour councils in

particular provided or supported spaces for extra-parliamentary activism.

There were significant divisions and limitations in the solidarity movement, and Chapter 6
focuses on these tensions. | discuss the questions of violence, political extremism and
democracy that were often highlighted by the Conservative government to undermine the
strike. The meaning of such terms was contested throughout the dispute. These debates were
part of longer term attempts by the political right to delegitimise the more radical sections
of the labour movement. | show how such elite constructions resonated with some trade
union members. | suggest that in part this reflected genuine democratic limitations within
the trade union movement. This chapter highlights the importance of understanding the
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absence of solidarity from below, in contrast to accounts of the 1984-5 miners’ strike that

focus on the hostility of the government or the betrayals of the trade union leadership.

Chapter 7 foregrounds the generative possibilities of solidarity in forging new relationships
across social and geographical boundaries. It focuses on the activism of women, black and
LGBT Londoners in the alliances they developed with people from the coalfields during the
1984-5 strike. These relationships, | argue, had the potential to be mutually transformative.
While an appreciation of difference is important, | question whether a theoretical emphasis
on fragmentation and strict anti-essentialism helps us conceptualise or develop such practical
solidarity relationships. Rather than treating women, black, LGBT and working class as
discrete categories, an intersectional approach is more useful for thinking about the complex
interactions that | describe. While intersectionality has often been used to highlight
differences, however, | argue that it can also be a theory that illuminates the articulation of

commonalities and development of solidarity.

The thesis concludes with Chapter 8, which draws together a number of themes from the
study to think about its relevance to current social and political concerns. | describe how the
solidarities of the miners’ strike have been used to inspire activism today. The central issues
raised throughout this thesis—the construction of spaces of solidarity, the embedding of
struggles in collective cultures, the lessons to be learned from the absences of solidarity—
are of continuing relevance. | also argue, however, that the history of the 1970s and 1980s
has become the site for a more general ideological struggle, one that it is necessary for the
left to intervene in. Histories of mutual support between London and the coalfields can help
break down political geographies that strictly divide the metropolitan left from the former
industrial heartlands of Britain. The diversity of these relationships can also contest attempts
to root class politics in either socially conservative appeals to family and nation, or overly

dogmatic rejections of so-called identity politics.
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Chapter 2

Solidarity, class and labour agency

Introduction

The word ‘solidarity’ was invoked repeatedly during the 1984-5 miners’ strike among
activists in the coalfields and supporters in London. Despite the ubiquity of its use, and the
sense that solidarity was central to any possible victory, the word did not have a fixed
meaning. It was, as in Raymond Williams’ (1989) keywords of the strike, a contested term
that was shaped in part by the experience of the dispute itself. Through a study of the miners’
support movement, | develop an account of the construction of solidarity relationships
between diverse places and people. This chapter therefore critically interrogates discussions
in geography and other disciplines on the nature of solidarity, which provides the basis for
outlining a number of conceptual themes that frame this thesis around questions of
difference, place, space, scale and agency. I highlight how an approach attentive to historical
processes, and informed by the tradition of ‘history from below’, can significantly contribute

to debates in labour geography, political geography and social movement studies.

This chapter outlines the conceptual framework and main contributions of the thesis. In the
first section, | argue that experience, identity and politics can simultaneously form the basis
for developing solidarity. I then show how an intersectional approach can foreground the
articulation of both commonalities and differences through translocal solidarities. In the next
section, | emphasise the importance of viewing solidarity as potentially a mutual
relationship, which can be best understood as developing over an extended period of time.
Rather than a simple returning of past support, | point to the construction of cultures of
mutual solidarity as constituting a broader, shared political project. The third section
highlights the utility of a dynamic approach to class formation, influenced by EP Thompson,
and the role of translocal solidarities in this process. At the same time, | consider the
limitations of class solidarity, both where such solidarity has been absent and how it has
been used to reinforce forms of oppression. More nuanced theories of labour agency,
however, should take into account not only its limitations, but also how working-class
movements have developed resources, relationships and institutions to sustain struggles. The
construction of cultures of solidarity, | argue, can therefore make a significant contribution

to debates on the nature of agency in labour geography.
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In the next section, | show how recounting solidarities from below allows a greater focus on
individuals and personal relationships, which in turn foregrounds the emotional aspects of
solidarity. Recovering the translocal solidarities developed at a direct personal level during
the miners’ strike, I argue, can also emphasise that the small scale need not be spatially
restricted. The development of these networks of support across space helped shape a sense
of place both in the coalfields and London. | emphasise the role of memory and tradition in
embedding relationships of mutual solidarity in place-based identities. This suggests that
relational conceptions of place and a sense of the historical construction of class in particular
localities can develop together. In the final section, I argue that the construction of translocal
solidarities from below depended on distinctly working-class forms of politicised mobility.
At the same time, these networks of solidarity often relied on the development of physical
spaces in particular localities. The local, physical rootedness of political movements was the
basis, therefore, for developing relationships between different localities. The nature of these
spaces, the places and the people involved were profoundly affected by the development of
translocal solidarities. This thesis therefore emphasises the potential for translocal solidarity

to be a generative and transformative relationship.
Solidarity, difference and intersectionality

The central concern of this thesis is how the construction of networks of solidarity can
refigure relationships between diverse places and people. This section explores key
literatures in geography and other disciplines on the nature of solidarity, and shows how
considering questions of difference and intersectionality in such a context can be
theoretically productive. Some writing on the 1984-5 miners’ strike has reflected a tendency
to understand solidarity as a relationship based on similarities within pre-existing groups
(Samuel 1986a, 1986b). This way of thinking has been challenged by David Featherstone
(2012:21-22), who argues that assuming ‘solidarities are forged through emulation risks
ignoring how likeness is actively produced’. This understanding of the creation of common
bonds through resistance and struggle is one element of thinking about solidarity as
potentially generative and transformative (Featherstone 2012:19). | emphasise in this thesis
how geographical and social differences overlap, so that the translocal solidarities
constructed between London and the coalfields could be understood as crossing boundaries
of race, class, gender and sexuality. As a result, such networks of support across space can

produce distinctively intersectional solidarities.

A generative conception of solidarity does not preclude attempting to understand the basis
on which such relationships can be constructed. Some accounts suggest a tension between
15



identity, experience and politics, often elevating one as the predominant foundation for
solidarity. Tommie Shelby (2002), for example, has argued that black identity is too diffuse
to provide a basis for solidarity, emphasising instead shared experiences of oppression and
to some extent political principles. Shelby argues that gender, class, and other differences
make attempts to sustain a common black ethnic or cultural identity difficult. Yet all black
people are vulnerable to racism and therefore have an interest in racial equality. “While a
joint commitment to fighting racial injustice in all its forms can help create interracial
solidarity’, he contends, ‘it is often the common experience of specific forms of racial
oppression that creates the strongest and most enduring bonds among victims of racism’

(Shelby 2002:262).

In contrast, bell hooks (1986) suggests that experience is a weak foundation for solidarity
between women. There are some similarities with Shelby’s argument here in that hooks
highlights the heterogeneity of women, and the need for a theory that addresses ‘interlocking
systems of domination like sexism, racism, class oppression, imperialism” (hooks 1986:126).
Unlike Shelby, however, this heterogeneity leads hooks to explicitly reject common
oppression as the basis for solidarity. Such an approach mystifies ‘the true nature of women’s
varied and complex social reality’, and is predicated on victimhood rather than women’s
strengths and resources (hooks 1986:127-8). Instead of shared victimization or false notions
of a common enemy, hooks argues, ‘we can bond on the basis of our political commitment
to a feminist movement that aims to end sexist oppression’ (hooks 1986:129). Sally Scholz
(2008:131-2) also resists any determination of solidarity based on experience, supporting
hooks’ critique of ‘sisterhood’. Scholz suggests that even when people do share an oppressed
condition, this does not automatically lead to political activism to resist that oppression
(Scholz 2008:133). This explicitly political sense of solidarity, which Scholz distinguishes
from civic or social solidarity, foregrounds activism over common traits in binding people
together. She argues that ‘instead of group consciousness causing the collective action,

collective action in political solidarity causes group consciousness’ (Scholz 2008:134).

There is a risk of attempting to develop a general theory of solidarity from accounts that are
addressed to geographically and historically specific political movements. Tactics of
solidarity that are effective and appropriate in one situation may not be universally valid,
and this specificity can be elided in overly abstract theorising. The complexity of solidarity
in practice can also be missing in theoretical works whose empirical engagement is at best
oblique. Rather than arguing for the primacy of politics, experience or identity in

constructing solidarities, I show the multiple, overlapping and sometimes contradictory ways
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in which alliances can be built. What brought together activists from London and the
coalfields in 1984-5 is explored throughout this thesis, but included shared experiences of
state oppression, common class identities, an attachment to the labour movement, feminism,
and socialist politics. Discussions around the basis for alliances can focus heavily on
discourse, whereas solidarity is not simply an articulation of sympathy but a practical activity
(Gould 2007:157). It is necessary therefore, as Brown and Yaffe (2014:40) have argued, not

to separate the way solidarity is framed discursively from how it is enacted.

While | emphasise how commonalities can be developed through networks of solidarity, it
is important nevertheless not to elide differences. Geographers and others concerned with
‘decolonizing solidarity’ have sought to understand how more equitable alliances can be
forged despite significant power inequalities (Land 2015; Mott 2016; Sundberg 2007). This
work has particularly focused on racialized differences, and relationships between
whites/settlers and indigenous peoples in the Americas, Australia and New
Zealand/Aotearoa. These analyses could be extended to include, for example, class, gender
and sexuality, and crucially how such categories overlap and shape each other. The theory
of intersectionality, which aims specifically at such an understanding, has been taken up by
a number of geographers (Brown 2012; Valentine 2007). Within labour geography, and
geographical research on class more broadly, there have been significant attempts to take
seriously how gender, race, sexuality and other social cleavages shape the experience and
politics of class (Dowling 2009; Ince et al. 2015; McDowell 2008a; McDowell, Anitha, and
Pearson 2012).

It is important to consider how solidarities across space can have a particular relationship to
intersectionality. Differences can be understood spatially, and as Pratt and Hanson (1994:11)
argue, this often hardens boundaries between social groups. The politics of racial, gender,
and sexual liberation within Britain have often been conceived of as concerns of the south
east of England, and London especially (for example, Frost and North 2013:97). A particular
geographical understanding of class in Britain can position these movements as both
southern and external to working-class politics. Jane Wills has argued that in culture, and
popular and policy discourse, ‘geography is often used as a surrogate for the question of
class’ (Wills 2008:28; see also Binnie 2011:24). Such a conflation of geography and class in
Britain is often regional. Sally Munt (2008:133) suggests that since the Industrial Revolution
‘northern’ has been a pseudonym for ‘working class poor’. The corollary to this is that
London and the south east are consistently understood, sometimes by sections of the political

left, as middle class. This is not entirely without justification: significant regional
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inequalities exist in Britain and the lived experience of class varies geographically. Places
and regions, however, are not homogeneous, and relationships of solidarity between London
and the coalfields contested simplistic geographical understandings of class. In turn, this
suggested more complex intersections between the politics of class, gender, sexuality and

race.

Much intersectional research has viewed it primarily as a tool for understanding difference.
Intersectionality is fundamentally anti-essentialist in highlighting that experiences of gender,
race and class shape each other and are therefore significantly heterogeneous. Considered in
the context of solidarity relationships, however, intersectionality can be considered as a
theory simultaneously of differences and commonalities (Roberts and Jesudason 2013). In
particular, this thesis emphasises how the process of constructing relationships of solidarity
across space enabled the forging of intersectional alliances. Lesbian and gay Londoners, for
instance, drew attention to shared working-class identities with miners, while emphasising
how their experiences of sexuality and class were mutually constitutive. This is an
intersectional approach to class that simultaneously allows for the development of translocal
solidarities and the contestation of homogenised constructions of sexuality and class in
particular places. Such an understanding positions intersectionality as a spatial and historical

process.
Mutuality and deference in solidarity

Theorists of solidarity have been concerned to develop approaches that avoid the power
imbalances that are often associated with charity. Some argue that a deferential approach
mitigates this risk, while others emphasise at least the potential for solidarity to be a mutual
relationship. Accounts of solidarity focusing on relationships across difference have been
particularly attentive to the possibility of ‘power asymmetries’ in these interactions
(Sundberg 2007:145). In contrast, Bayertz (1999:19) has suggested that a ‘fundamental
equality’ between those involved distinguishes solidarity from charity, and as such is based
on a ‘mutual right to expect help’. This connection between equality and mutuality in
solidarity has been a recurring theme among researchers, even where there is an
acknowledgement that reciprocity may be more theoretical than actual (Gould 2007:157;
Routledge and Cumbers 2009:163; Scholz 2008:93).

Brown and Yaffe (2014:35) have emphasised that rather than ‘an asymmetrical flow of
assistance travelling from one place to another [...] relations of solidarity can travel in more

than one direction simultaneously, building complex webs of reciprocity’. In addition to the
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simultaneity of reciprocal solidarity, however, mutuality can be developed over longer
periods of time. In any particular struggle there tends to be a group of people primarily
receiving support, but this group may have given solidarity to others in the past, or perhaps
will do in the future. It is therefore important to historicize the development of relationships
between people and places. This does not mean solidarity is a straightforwardly reciprocal
relationship, with past support returned like settling a debt. | argue instead that cultures of
ongoing mutual support can be developed between diverse places. The labour movement of
the 1970s and 1980s, the focus of much of this thesis, is an important example of such a
culture. This is not, of course, to ignore the unevenness and weaknesses of the labour

movement in this period.

Research on solidarity relationships that involve significant power imbalances has been more
reticent about mutuality. Nevertheless, both Sundberg (2007) and Land (2015) suggest that
even in such circumstances mutual learning and a shared interest in challenging oppression
can be present. Such mutuality is somewhat complicated by arguments promoting deference
in solidarity. This is evident, for instance, in Mott’s contention that white/settler activists
should allow ‘indigenous partners in multiracial projects to take the lead’ (Mott 2016:197;
see also Land 2015:117). Such an approach is articulated most explicitly by Carol Gould
(2007) in her work on transnational solidarities. She argues that those receiving support
should determine the form this support takes. This requirement of ‘deference’ protects
against the impositions often associated with aid, and suggests that those in need are best
able to decide on the support they require (Gould 2007:157). In some contexts this should
be uncontroversial: white supporters of indigenous struggles should not take the leadership.
Where such a conception of deference moves from thinking through specific relationships
to a more generalised theory about solidarity, however, it can be problematic. There is a risk
of viewing those who receive support as a homogenous group with one perspective to which
solidarity activists can defer. Clare Land suggests humility but not subservience on the part
of white supporters of Aboriginal struggles, not least because ‘we cannot continue to agree
with all Aboriginal people, given their contrasting views’ (Land 2015:195). It is necessary
to be attentive to the differences within those receiving support and the complexities of the

relationships developed.

Deference implies that critical support is unjustified and can privilege one form of
oppression over others. Land (2015:72-5) argues, for instance, that feminist white women
supporting indigenous struggles should refrain from gendering the issues being campaigned

on. It is important to recognise the problem of relatively privileged groups imposing their
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ideas on others, but deference suggests that sexism, homophobia, racism and other forms of
prejudice and oppression could be ignored in the name of solidarity. Such an approach
positions those who provide solidarity and those who receive it as static and distinct groups,
and mitigates against the possibility of solidarity as a mutually transformative relationship.
The implicit assumption is that those providing solidarity are in a more privileged position.
It is necessary, however, to pay attention to the ability of people who are themselves subject
to oppression to construct relationships of solidarity (Featherstone 2012:5). Historicising
solidarity can again challenge such straightforward binaries by situating individuals and
groups in different positions within solidarity relationships at different times.

While appropriate in some instances, therefore, making deference central to solidarity is
excessively limiting. Foregrounding mutuality, in contrast, suggests a more complex but
potentially richer relationship. It allows for the possibility of solidarity as a dynamic practice
that can re-shape relationships within and between places and social groups. It emphasises
that solidarity can develop over time, travelling in multiple directions. What | describe as a
culture of mutual solidarity can depend on a shared emancipatory vision for challenging
multiple forms of oppression at the same time. In 1970s and 1980s Britain, it was often
socialism that played this role (Rowbotham et al. 2014:145). Importantly, foregrounding
mutuality also emphasises that solidarity is not necessarily the activism of the privileged but

can be developed from below.
Class and the limits of solidarity

This understanding of solidarity, as a relationship that can be constructed from below,
resonates with what Phillips (2012a:5) describes as a ‘popular agency tradition’ of writing
on the 1984-5 miners’ strike. | emphasise throughout the thesis the ability of working-class
people to develop networks and cultures of translocal solidarity. This section outlines a
dynamic approach to class formation, emphasising how diverse forms of political activism
can redraw the perceived boundaries of working-class politics. This extends further my
approach to intersectionality as a political process described earlier in the chapter. | engage
in particular with the traditions of ‘history from below’ and labour geography in developing
this account. Both sub-disciplines have been accused of romanticising working-class
politics. This problem can be exacerbated by excessively normative accounts of solidarity. |
emphasise instead that we should understand the limitations of solidarity: both understanding
how it can be used to entrench privileges, but also accounting for absences of working-class

solidarity.
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History from below (HfB) in Britain is associated primarily with the Communist Party
Historians Group, History Workshop, and historians such as EP Thompson, Sheila
Rowbotham, and Raphael Samuel (lles and Roberts 2012). It was and, in so far as it still
exists as a distinct historiographical current, is an approach committed to recovering non-
elite histories. It contains an explicitly political impulse. Davin and Parks (2012) argued that
the History Workshops from the 1970s to the 1990s ‘were devoted to the study and
development of “history from below” for use as a weapon in left-wing political campaigns’.
One of the key works in the HfB tradition is EP Thompson’s The Making of the English
Working Class. Thompson’s (1980a:8) famous insistence on class as ‘an active process,
which owes as much to agency as conditioning’ is important here. This was fundamentally
a rejection of mechanical interpretations of class formation as simply a reflection of
autonomous economic changes (Palmer 1994:94). Thompson (1960:28) believed that
working-class ‘political consciousness is not a spontaneous generation, it is the product of
political action and skill’. The working class is present at its own making, Thompson argued,
and The Making of the English Working Class explores through corresponding societies,
utopian socialism, early trade unionism, Luddism and so on, the diverse forms of political

activism that fed into this construction of class consciousness.

While a broader sense of experience was clearly important for Thompson (Sewell 1990:55),
this insistence on a working class active in its own formation tends to foreground political
struggles and emphasise working-class agency. Class for Thompson (1980a:10) is therefore
fundamentally historical, the development of relationships, ideas, and institutions that cannot
be captured by static accounts. As has long been recognised, Thompson’s theory of class is
not without its ambiguities and weaknesses, and needs to be recognised as a polemic within
a specific political context (Sewell 1990:58; see also Efstathiou 2014). The Making of the
English Working Class has been criticised for a lack of attention to gendered and racialized
constructions of class (Featherstone and Griffin 2016). Nevertheless, Thompson’s insistence
that working-class agency plays a crucial role in class formation is worth retaining. Despite
some of the absences in Thompson’s own empirical account, this approach allows for diverse
political activism in shaping class consciousness, which | argue here can be deployed to
emphasise how the social and spatial boundaries of the labour movement were contested
through solidarity relationships. An important element of this involves thinking about how
political activists who foregrounded questions of race, gender, and sexuality could contest
dominant white, heterosexual and male constructions of the working class. It is necessary
then to see working-class formation as an ongoing and contested process, not something that

was completed in the first half of the nineteenth century.
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The HfB tradition has been explicitly drawn upon within labour geography, often around
questions of working-class agency, but also by broader historical geographies with an
emancipatory political agenda (Bressey 2014; Cumbers, Helms, and Swanson 2010;
Hastings 2016). While HfB challenged a dominant conservative historiography concerned
primarily with elites, labour geography critiqued both mainstream and Marxist economic
geographers who assigned agency to capitalists but presented workers as largely passive
(Herod 1997). A now standard criticism of labour geographers is that they pushed back too
far in emphasising the ability of working-class people to shape their economic geographies
(Castree 2007; Peck 2013; Rogaly and Qureshi 2017). Don Mitchell (2011:566) has argued
that labour geography requires a greater sense of realism about workers’ agency under
capitalism: ‘the world must be depicted, analysed, and understood not as we would like it to
be but as it really is’. The accusations of romanticisation that have been aimed at labour
geography and HfB, however, can miss the central question of perspective that is
foregrounded in both: the world as it really is for who? In their research on food sector
workers, Rogaly and Qureshi (2017) argue that the earlier optimistic perspective of labour
geography has been sufficiently tempered in more recent accounts. They claim, however,
that the voices of workers are too often absent in these more theoretically nuanced studies.
In particular, they argue for a greater use of oral history, a methodology strongly associated

with HfB, in foregrounding workers’ own accounts of their lives.

The equation of labour geography with a lack of realism is echoed in Linda McDowell’s
(2008a) discussion of ‘new working class studies’ (see Russo and Linkon 2005).
McDowell’s (2008a:21) unease about a return to class in geography ‘lies first in its focus on
the working class per se—rather than on the interconnections between multiple class
positions—and what | feel is an inevitable romanticisation of the transformative potential of
working class politics’. This has been a common criticism of HfB, which Andy Wood (2013)
argues ‘valorized resistance and largely ignored questions of subordination, social
integration and hegemony’. | argue that there is transformative potential in working-class
politics, without seeking to ignore its limitations. Nor do | focus on working-class people
exclusively. While the centring of Margaret Thatcher in many accounts of the miners’ strike
limits our understanding of this history, the government played an important role in shaping
popular reactions to the dispute. This reflects Stuart Hall’s (1985:119) contention that
Thatcherism was a hegemonic project, albeit only partly successful as such. It is necessary
therefore, as Anderson (2015:50) argues, to situate labour struggles in ‘broader patterns in
the power-geometry of capital-labour relations’, without positioning such broader relations

as ‘above’ working-class people.
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It is also necessary to recognise that solidarity can be employed ‘to entrench as well as
challenge privilege’ (Featherstone 2012:12). In particular, solidarities based on white,
masculinist constructions of class have frequently been deeply exclusionary. Work on ‘white
labourism’, for instance, has highlighted how class politics could be both militant and deeply
racist (Hyslop 1999; Money 2015). David Roediger’s writings on early twentieth-century
USA emphasises that ‘escape’ from racialized divisions within the labour movement could
be attempted ‘by way of a heightened emphasis on gender’ (Roediger 1994:131). Despite a
reputation for presenting an overly positive view of class politics, some labour geographers
have been attentive to how class has been framed nationally at the expense of broader
solidarities. Ince et al. (2015), for example, have discussed the use of the nationalist slogan
‘British jobs for British workers” during a wildcat labour dispute at the Lindsey Oil Refinery.
In different ways, both Herod (1997) and Johns (1998) have highlighted the extent to which
US labour activism has been to the detriment of workers in South America. This more
broadly fits into longstanding concerns about the privileging of place over class (Hudson
and Sadler 1986).

These accounts therefore highlight how solidarity can be simultaneously unifying and
exclusionary. Such an understanding is in tension with approaches, particularly prevalent in
political philosophy, that present strongly normative versions of solidarity. Rippe (1998) has
insisted that solidarity is not a straightforward social good like justice, and therefore cannot
be a proper focus for moral philosophy. Solidarity, in this argument, should be rejected partly
because of its particularism. In contrast, both Gould (2007) and Wilde (2013) argue for a
normative definition of solidarity based on the pursuance of social cohesion. Gould
recognises the risks of an overly prescriptive conception of solidarity, but nevertheless
relates it to ‘norms of equal freedom and human rights’, arguing that ‘some reasonably
egalitarian or nondominating significances of justice would seem to be necessary in order to
rule out solidarity in support of inhumane, dominating, or pernicious projects’ (Gould
2007:156). Such a theoretical approach can lead to an ambivalent relationship with actually
existing solidarities. Scholz acknowledges that political solidarity has on occasion been
exclusionary, but nevertheless argues for a definition of solidarity based on unity, and
obligations of mutuality and cooperation (Scholz 2008:109, 139). This provides a basis on
which we may be able to judge political movements and offers a legitimate critique of
regressive practices. Nevertheless, an automatic rejection of any activity that appears unjust

risks providing misleading empirical accounts of solidarity.
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Scholz (2007, 2008) develops such an argument particularly around the question of violence,
which she sees as inimical to solidarity. Recognising that solidarity can often be
exclusionary, however, suggests that while violence may be destructive of unity it does not
mean that solidarity and violence are fundamentally contradictory. This is particularly
relevant in the miners’ strike as violence became central to a number of arguments around
the dispute (see Chapter 7). The violence of striking miners and their supporters, both real
and invented, was both a cause and effect of the lack of support for the strike among sections
of the labour movement and the public more widely. As well as being attentive to the ‘dark
sides’ of solidarity (Featherstone 2012:12), it is also necessary to understand this absence of
support. Exploring these two aspects—exclusionary solidarity, and the absence of
solidarity—can help provide a more rounded understanding of solidarity, and in the context
of trade unionism further complicate what has been perceived as the overly optimistic views
of labour geography. This thesis is therefore concerned with working-class solidarity, and
how it has the potential to refigure the labour movement and society in more equitable ways.
Nevertheless, | also emphasise the need to appreciate and understand the limits of this

solidarity.
Political research, labour agency and solidarity resources

Central to both HfB and labour geography is the foregrounding of working-class agency.
Criticisms of romanticism and excessive optimism directed at labour geography, however,
can mean that developing our understanding of working-class agency becomes simply a
matter of elaborating on its limitations. The political purpose of researching labour
geographies can also be bypassed by questions of realism. The critique that labour geography
exaggerates working-class agency is paralleled by concerns with ‘generalizing from isolated
cases of success’ (Anderson 2015:48). There are of course good reasons not to focus
exclusively on unrepresentative success stories, not least that political lessons can be learned
from failures. Nevertheless, if we genuinely do not believe that working-class people have
significant agency, at least potentially, and our work simply amplifies the fact, it would be—
to borrow Davin and Parks’ (2012) terminology—a weak weapon for the left. To insist
simply that we present the world ‘as it really is’ (Mitchell 2011:566) suggests academic
research as detached observation rather than political intervention. Engagement with past
struggles, even consciously highlighting and celebrating working-class resistance, can help
contest ahistorical neoliberal narratives that there is no alternative. As Doreen Massey has
argued, one strategy for challenging conservative views of the character of a place can be

‘to install our own version of these stories, of these relationships between past and present,
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which can lay an alternative basis for a (different) future: the strategy of writing a radical
history’ (Massey 1995:190). This is not about falsifying the past for our own ends, but

recognising that there is always a political choice made when we decide what to research.

However, it is of course necessary for labour geography to explore the nature of working-
class agency beyond simply asserting its existence. There are a number of useful ways in
which this has already been done. For example, labour geographers have employed Katz’s
(2004) schema to distinguish practises of resilience, reworking and resistance (Coe and
Jordhus-Lier 2011; Cumbers, Helms, and Swanson 2010; Kiil and Knutsen 2016; Rogaly
and Qureshi 2017). This is helpful in highlighting that restricted and limited forms of agency
can be present even where there is not open rebellion. It is also necessary however, as
Cumbers, Helms and Swanson argue, not to simply valorise all forms of apparent agency. It
is worth distinguishing, even in minor forms of resistance, between potentially reactionary
actions and those that are ‘suggestive of new forms of social relations’ (Cumbers, Helms,

and Swanson 2010:59).

Work in labour geography has also drawn on Erik Olin Wright’s distinction between
working-class associational and structural power, where the former refers to collective class
organisations and the latter to the location of workers in the economy (Wright 2015:190-
191). Cumbers et al. (2016:96) argue to spatialize Wright’s approach so that structural power
is understood as labour’s ability to disrupt capital flows based on its location at key or
vulnerable points within production, distribution and transport networks; whereas
associational power is developed through mobilizing broader spatial networks to support
local actions and struggles (see also Coe and Jordhus-Lier 2011:218). The 1984-5 miners’
strike can be understood as an attempt to utilise both forms of agency: targeting the power
supply central to the economy through miners and other workers’ power at the point of
production (Cumbers, MacKinnon, and Shaw 2010), and simultaneously constructing a
socially and spatially diverse solidarity movement within and beyond workplaces as a radical
precursor to forms of community unionism (Wills 2001). It is also necessary to consider the
relationship between associational and structural power, instead of seeing them as distinct

and mutually independent.

Rather than delineating forms of agency, other accounts have returned to considering the
relationship between structure and agency. Coe and Jordhus-Lier (2011:214) have argued
that it is necessary to situate workers’ capacity for action in formations of capital, state,
community and the labour market. Rather than positioning structure simply as restraint, Kiil
and Knutsen (2016:105) emphasise that the conditioning of agency by structures and context
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can both ‘constrain and enable successful action’ by workers. It is necessary to have a
temporally dynamic understanding of structure and agency, and recognise how working-
class struggles themselves impact on structures. For Featherstone and Griffin (2016:381) it
is important not to see constraints on agency as given, ‘rather than constantly renegotiated,
reworked and politicized in different ways’. Similarly, Cumbers et al. (2010) argue that class
and class struggle is not fixed and ahistorical, but dynamic and fluid. Through a discussion
of EP Thompson, they highlight that capital accumulation is ‘an unfolding and open dynamic
of class struggle, not a “script” being played out according to some abstract laws of capital’
(Cumbers, Helms, and Swanson 2010:55). Such an approach is not predicated on an
exaggerated sense of working-class agency, but understands class in relational terms and

recognises the struggles within that relationship.

An attention to the historical development of class relations can include considering the
construction by labour activists of cultures of solidarity. The picket line, for example, is a
particularly important space for enacting solidarity during industrial disputes. It needs to be
understood as a moral and political space produced over a long period by working-class
activism. The culture of respecting picket lines, while it has certainly fluctuated, has been
crucial in enabling labour struggles to overcome classic collective action problems (Olson
1965). In a similar way, Jim Phillips’ (2012b) work has adapted EP Thompson’s (1971) idea
of the ‘moral economy’ to help understand the 1984-5 miners’ strike in Scotland. A
conception of the coalfield economy based on community ownership that stood in contrast
to market individualism, and challenged the right of miners to ‘sell’ jobs (i.e. accept
redundancy) that should be passed to the next generation, was a powerful moral resource on
which the strikers could draw. Such cultures of solidarity and moral economies had to be
constantly renewed but nevertheless were deeply rooted historically, and in Gramscian terms
sought to counteract hegemonic discourses of capital that undermine class consciousness
and solidarity (Magnusson, Knutsen, and Endresen 2010:170-171).

These cultures therefore helped create the context in which industrial action became
possible. Working-class activists also developed relatively permanent labour organisations
and institutions to support their aims. In Britain these include the Labour Party, but perhaps
most importantly trade unions. Labour geography has been accused of seeing working-class
agency exclusively through trade unionism. Andrew Herod (2010:25), for example, has
argued to move beyond ‘unionised workers’ to ‘develop a wider conception of working-
class people as geographical agents’. Others have critiqued an excessive reliance on trade

union archives or the voices of trade union officials (Featherstone and Griffin 2016; Rogaly
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and Qureshi 2017). There is a risk not only in terms of agency, but a more general problem
of conflating working-class experience with trade unionism. Despite focusing on a trade
union dispute, this work attempts to avoid such limitations by highlighting how different
forms of activism, sometimes with only a loose connection to official trade unions, operated
through the strike. However, the problem of a narrow focus on trade unionism should not be
paralleled by an equally restricted conception of trade union activism itself. Working-class
activists have often been involved in trade unions and other organisations and forms of
struggles at the same time, with one informing the other. Featherstone and Griffin (2016:376)
note that EP Thompson’s work intervened ‘in an existing field of labour history which was
dominated by a rather arid sense of official trade union histories’. This is a provocation
towards a richer understanding both of working-class agency beyond trade unions, but also

of trade unions themselves.

This research, as | elaborate further in the next chapter, is motivated by political
commitments shared with many who work in labour geography and the tradition of history
from below. Such a commitment is predicated on the possibility of working-class agency.
As | have argued, this does not necessitate a myopically positive view of the ability of
working-class people to shape and contest the geographies of capitalism. Nevertheless, |
highlight the construction of networks of mutual solidarity across space from below in the
1970s and 1980s. These networks significantly influenced the political geographies of
Britain, and were a powerful resource on which the labour movement could draw upon. A
more nuanced understanding of agency within labour geography therefore requires paying
attention to the historically and geographically specific resources developed by labour
activists themselves. Historicising the development of these solidarity networks emphasises
that labour agency is not fixed even in the context of a capitalist economy.

Scale, the everyday and emotions of solidarity

A concern with recovering history from below brings to the fore questions of scale. This
section argues that an emphasis on considering trade union struggles through grassroots
members does not require excessively valorising the rank-and-file. One of the values of
smaller histories and geographies, however, is that they can allow for an engagement with
the personal and emotional aspects of solidarity. At the same, | argue that the small scale
should not be conflated with the spatially bounded or ignore the broader political impact that
struggles from below can have. More generally, | suggest that an excessively strict
distinction between the everyday and the political misses the important ways in which the
two shape each other.
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Geographers of labour have tended to approach scale in terms of the relationship between
local, regional, national and international campaigning, but also the internal hierarchy of
trade union organisation (Aguiar and Ryan 2009; Castree 2000; Hastings 2016; Lier 2007).
Cumbers et al. (2010) have emphasised the risks of a ‘scalar chasm’ between leaders and
membership in unions, and the need to develop ‘new spatial fixes’ to reduce this distance
and draw together local workplace struggles with broader campaigns. This sense of a ‘scalar
chasm’, I argue in Chapter 6, helps explain the resonance of Conservative attacks on trade
union democracy during the miners’ strike. For some trade unionists who felt they had little
control over their own union, the accusation that the NUM’s approach to the miners’ strike
was anti-democratic made sense and contributed to a reluctance to offer support (Hyman
1986).

Advocates of HfB have often been associated in labour studies with what might be described
as ‘rank-and-filism’: a commitment to the radical potential of grassroots members, and
antipathy towards the bureaucracy, of trade unions.? Brenner et al.’s (2010) recent collection
of US working-class history, Rebel Rank and File: Labor Militancy and Revolt from Below
During the Long 1970s, shows this strong connection between a sense of history ‘from
below’ and the union ‘rank and file’. The revolt of the rank and file, crucially, is seen as
directed at both employers and the union leadership (Brenner 2010:1-2). Perhaps one of the
most forceful recent assertions of the rank-and-file/trade union bureaucracy binary comes
from Darlington and Upchurch (2012:91), who see a suitably nuanced version as ‘the most
useful way of understanding intra-union relations’. They argue that ‘one of the most
important obstacles to the emergence and/or development of workers’ struggle over the last
thirty years [...] has been the unwillingness, hesitation or limited commitment of union
leaders to mount an effective fight back, combined with rank-and-file workers’ lack of

confidence to act independently’ (Darlington and Upchurch 2012:91).

This dual analysis of a lack of rank-and-file confidence and the conservatism of trade union
leaders is present in some accounts of the miners’ strike, most obviously Callinicos and
Simons (1985). Thinking through the relationship between members and the various layers
of officials in trade unions helps provide a more rounded picture than either an exclusive
focus on grassroots members or the union as an institution. Nevertheless, Darlington and

Upchurch’s (2012) account is rooted in an assumption of a progressive rank-and-file—

! There is a much broader debate on the utility or otherwise of scale as a concept that would take too much
space to address here (Jonas 2006; Marston, Jones, and Woodward 2005).

2 See the late 1980s debate on ‘rank and filism’ in the International Journal of Social History (Cronin 1989;
Hyman 1989; Price 1989; Zeitlin 1989a, 1989b).
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hampered only by levels of confidence—and an inherently conservative trade union
officialdom. In so far as generalisations go, the latter seems more plausible than the former,
although any suggestion that the average British trade union member was more militant than
Arthur Scargill would be unconvincing. A commitment to the importance of rank-and-file
trade unionism should not slide into simplistic assumptions about either ordinary trade union
members or officials. One of the empirical contributions of this thesis, in Chapter 6, is an
investigation into popular working-class opposition to the miners’ strike. As I argued earlier
in the chapter, this makes an important contribution to thinking about the absence of
solidarity from below.

The question of scale is relevant in another sense here, as there has been a strong connection
between HfB and attention to small, or micro, histories (Gentry 2013:194-5). Such an
approach often allows for more personal and everyday studies. Recounting history from
below, at the level of individuals, can allow us to explore the relationship between solidarity
and emotions. There is a strong sense in some geographical work in this area of how
experiences in politicised spaces shape emotions (Leitner et al. 2008:165). Brown and Yaffe
have argued for attention to be paid to the ‘micropolitics of the practices’ through which
solidarities are enacted (Brown and Yaffe 2014:40). In the context of a picket against
apartheid South Africa in central London in the 1980s, they highlight how the act of standing
on the picket together for extended periods of time ‘fostered strong social solidarity amongst
the group’ (Brown and Yaffe 2014:49). They argue that the ‘intense passions’ of activists’
shared experiences on the picket ‘enabled them to develop mutual trust across social
difference, which enhanced their ability to act in solidarity with those resisting apartheid in
South Africa’ (Brown and Yaffe 2014:40). Routledge in particular has drawn attention to
the role of emotions in understanding solidarity, arguing that ‘shared emotions of activism
create shared collective identities and are mobilized strategically’ (Routledge 2012:430).
Attention to the small-scale, personal experiences of activism in particular sites and spaces
can therefore allow us to explore the emotional aspects of solidarity and the political effect
that these have (see also Featherstone 2012:36).

This is an understanding that sees the political and personal as overlapping spheres, and as
such owes much to feminism (Wright 2010). The role of emotions is explored in particular
in Chapter 5, in which I argue that the direct personal relationships established between the
coalfields and London, often through the tactic of twinning, led to the frequent formation of
friendships and as a result the intensification of solidarity. Some theorists, however, have

questioned a desire for friendship in solidarity relationships. Clare Land has suggested that
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where social inequalities exist, friendship is an inappropriate goal for solidarity and can be
interpreted as a desire to eliminate differences (Land 2015:117-8). As | have already
suggested, differences do not always equate to obvious hierarchies of power. Friendships
developed during the miners’ strike—for example between LGBT Londoners and
heterosexual miners—suggested the possibility of developing greater understanding across
social differences than impersonal political relationships might achieve. This risks restating
what Jacqueline Rose (2016:5) describes as one of liberalism’s most potent myths: ‘that
knowing — finding oneself face to face with something or someone outside one’s usual frame
of reference — is the first step on the path to understanding.” When the personal interaction
occurs in a situation of solidarity however, while certainly not a panacea for all prejudices,

there is a greater chance for mutual learning.

Questions of scale are of a more general relevance for this study. Hayden Lorimer has argued
for the importance of ‘small stories’ in his historical account of the discipline of geography.
He argues that such attention can tell of broader ‘epistemic shifts on personal and intimate
terms’ (Lorimer 2003:214). This sense that we can understand broader societal change as it
impacts on individuals is important. However, on its own this suggests a somewhat passive
reflection of larger changes onto individuals. Within history, attention to the small scale has
been used to retain a sense of non-elite agency, but on occasion only by reflecting a
pessimism that the activities of working-class people can have a broader impact (Gregory
1999:101). The small scale can also be understood in quite a bounded spatial sense, with the
micro perceived as synonymous with the local (Ginzburg 2012:194-5; White 1981). For
Lorimer (2003:200), his small story can be seen as part of wider trends but argues that
‘particularity and mundanity are [...] the qualities that matter most’. As Raphael Samuel
(2012:416) argued in relation to social history, it is important not to make ‘a fetish of the
ordinary’. Attention to the experiences of ‘ordinary’ people who were actively involved in
the miners’ dispute, both as strikers and supporters, can open up small stories spatially in
terms of recognising the construction of translocal solidarities at a personal level. And more
broadly, it highlights how working-class people and their supporters fundamentally shaped

one of the most important events in post-war British history.

This thesis therefore focuses on a relatively spectacular, albeit unsuccessful, example of
working-class resistance, known for its exceptional nature rather than its ordinariness.
Criticisms of labour geography, that it emphasises the spectacular over the typical, echo
differences within HfB, where there has often been a tension between accounts based on

‘ordinary’, everyday life and those based on political activism (Davin 1981; Shave 2013).
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Selina Todd, whose recent work on twentieth-century working-class Britain deals both with
the everyday and the more spectacular, has questioned whether recent approaches to social
history imply that individual subjectivity is ‘more “authentic” than the collective expression
of aspiration held in trade union records or memories of rent strikes’ (Todd 2013; see also
Todd 2014). Spectacular or unusual forms of resistance, as | argued above, have merit in and
of themselves. However, the division between everyday life and political activism can be
drawn too starkly (Waters 2016). By placing events such as the 1984-5 miners’ strike in the
context of a longer history we can understand how large-scale solidarity connections can in
part develop out of more everyday relations. In addition, such events often bring into the
open discussions about everyday conditions of life and attitudes; in this case, for example,
attitudes towards race, gender, sexuality and class both within London and the coalfields.
An interest in the everyday and the more spectacular are therefore not contradictory but can
usefully inform each other.

Place and the temporalities of solidarity

This thesis is concerned centrally with translocal solidarity, the construction of networks of
support across space between different places. It is therefore important to think about how
to conceptualise place, and the nature of the British coalfields and London in particular. A
key theorist here is Raymond Williams, whose work has been influential for a number of
geographers (Featherstone 2005; Harvey 1995; Tomaney 2013). Often understandings of the
British labour movement have been rooted in what Raymond Williams described as ‘militant
particularism’, a form of working-class politics strongly grounded in particular localities.
Williams argued that theories of socialism should escape an ‘overnarrow emphasis on the
bond of economic experience’ and instead should ‘centrally involve place’ (Williams
1989:123, 242). Reflecting on his knowledge of car workers in Oxford, and Williams’
depiction of Wales, David Harvey (1995:339) argued that socialism in Britain was always

driven by these kinds of militant particularisms.

The coalfields of South Wales were a crucial example for Williams in his conception of
place and militant particularism. During the 1984-5 miners’ strike, he argued that ‘what the
miners, like most of us, mean by their communities is the places where they lived and want
to go on living, where generations not only of economic but of social effort and human care
have been invested, and which new generations will inherit. Without that kind of strong
whole attachment, there can be no meaningful community’ (Williams 1989:123). This can
risk valorising a particular type of community in a way that has been critiqued by feminists
in particular. Marilyn Friedman (1989), for example, has argued that communities of choice
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have tended to be less oppressive for women than communities of place. However, it is
important here that Williams develops a deeply historical sense of how relationships,

communities, and a sense of place can be developed.

The British coalfields, and mining areas more generally, have often been understood in quite
a bounded way, with a solidarity rooted in geographical isolation (Nyden 2010:174; Richards
1996:16-17). Doreen Massey has been central in developing a contrasting conception of
place. Massey argues that ‘places, in fact, are always constructed out of articulations of social
relations (trading connections, the unequal links of colonialism, thoughts of home) which
are not only internal to that locale but which link them to elsewhere’. She suggests that a
radical history of a place would recognise it as ‘a conjunction of many histories and many
spaces’ (Massey 1995:191). David Featherstone has suggested that this more relational
conceptualisation of place can be developed in our understanding of militant particularism.
He argues for a consideration of ‘the relational construction of place-located activity’ that
‘leads to a focus on how militant particularisms recombine networks of activity through
distinctive political practices’ (Featherstone 2005:264). This suggests that the kind of
translocal solidarities explored in this thesis could be constitutive of political cultures in

London and the British coalfields, rather than simply networking those that already existed.

Doreen Massey’s writing in World City is particularly important here in how we think about
London in the late twentieth century and its relationship to the rest of Britain. Massey argues
that the struggles in the city in the 1980s, alongside pivotal events including the 1984-5
miners’ strike, were central to the development of neoliberalism. The success of the
neoliberal project was, in a sense, a victory for London and the South East over the rest
(Massey 2007:80). This could clearly be perceived in class terms, as a defeat for the working
class in the old industrial heartlands (Martin, Sunley, and Wills 1993). However, Massey
also emphasises that neoliberalism was the project of one section of London and the south
east, and indeed some of the strongest resistance to Thatcherism took place within the capital
(Massey 2007:17, 31). More generally, she rejects ‘the notion that regions are coherent
entities that compete against each other’. Rather than regions meeting each other pre-formed,
‘an alternative geographical imagination would argue that the character of a region, or the
economy of a place, is a product not only of internal interactions but also of relations with
elsewhere’” (Massey 2007:20). One form these relations with elsewhere take are the political
networks actively constructed through movements such as the miners’ strike solidarity
campaign. These solidarity relationships could contest the way class was understood

regionally, by emphasising common class experiences and identities. By simultaneously
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challenging homogeneous constructions of class, these relationships could undermine the

perception of class politics as inherently in conflict with gender, sexual and racial politics.

Such relational understandings of place, however, have been strongly critiqued by John
Tomaney (2013:659), who seeks ‘to rescue local attachments and a sense of belonging from
the condescension of the cosmopolites and, instead, to present a defence of parochialism as
a mode of dwelling’. Tomaney’s arguments are worth consideration as they could be seen
as a direct challenge to the emphasis on translocal solidarities in this thesis. Moreover, his
position is developed specifically with communities such as those developed in the British
coalfields in mind (Tomaney 2015a:512). Tomaney (2015b:531) believes that an
exaggerated emphasis on relational understandings of place is part of a normative orthodoxy
in human geography, ‘which, influenced by a cosmopolitan ethic, generally disparages local
attachments for their tendency to be exclusionary’. He provides a strong defence of the
importance of a sense of belonging to local community, of the ways that local solidarities
help people to deal with practical problems in their lives, and argues that generating broader

solidarities depends upon the existence of local attachments (Tomaney 2013:669).

While Tomaney justifiably critiques those cosmopolitan theories that pay little attention to
place, there is a risk of overgeneralising about researchers who foreground the relational
construction of localities. Some theorists who propose a relational understanding of place
are strongly invested in the transformative potential of local struggles. Featherstone’s
relational version of militant particularism, for instance, rejects an equation of the local with
the particular and the global with universalism. Such a definition of universalism against
local struggles, he argues, ‘makes it impossible for local political activity to break out of this
prison-house of particularism in ways which shape political imaginaries’ (Featherstone
2005:263). Williams’ deeply rooted historical sense of class constructed in place is not
incompatible with the kind of relational and cosmopolitan arguments developed by Massey
and Featherstone. As Francis and Smith’s (1998) work on the early twentieth-century South
Wales coalfield highlights, cosmopolitanism and the construction over time of a strong sense
of community and class were mutually constitutive. It is important then to think spatially
and historically together. In this sense, Tomaney (2013:662) is right that a strong attachment
to a locality is not inherently exclusionary, but such an argument is not inimical to relational

conceptions of place.

At the same time, the thick attachments to which Tomaney (2013:663) appeals against
cosmopolitanism—including nations, ethnicities and religions—often have a tenuous
relationship to the local. It is clear that solidaristic attachments are often particularistic, but
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not necessarily rooted exclusively in localities. Tomaney (2013:662) calls for more evidence
for relational understandings of place or critiques of the local. While he is justified in
insisting that theoretical understandings of place are empirically grounded, it is difficult to
see how the predominance of local or broader attachments could ever be proven. Nor does
his employment of primarily literary sources, including James Joyce, feel entirely conclusive
as evidence of popular attachments. There is a need to historicise such discussions. Tomaney
(2013:669) justifiably argues that beyond the local the ‘obstacles to achieving larger
solidarities are formidable’. Yet there are historical periods or moments when broader
solidarities seem more likely, and others when they become considerably more difficult to
construct. For those on the political left interested in the possibilities of developing both
locally-grounded politics and relationships of solidarity across space, understanding those

times and places where such a politics has seemed possible is important.

A historical understanding of the construction of place and solidarity is therefore crucial, and
the importance of thinking about temporality more broadly is developed throughout this
thesis. There have been some attempts in recent geographical work on labour and social
movements to foreground temporality. Antentas’ (2015) has argued, via the theories of
Daniel Bensaid, for the need to pay attention to temporalities of internationalist political
activism. The emphasis is comparatively short term, however, and largely about how
international political movements that are connected across space do not necessarily overlap
straightforwardly in time (Antentas 2015:1116). Coe and Jordhus-Lier (2011:220) argue for
an understanding of temporality in relation to working-class agency by highlighting
questions of political context, the permanence or transience of particular gains, and labour
organising as a learning process over time. This is, however, still a comparatively restricted

way of thinking about the relationship between temporality, solidarity and agency.

A different sense of the impact of temporality is given by work on colonialism that
emphasises the political importance of forgetting and remembering, and how situating
colonialism as past erases it in the present (Mott 2016). A more positive view can be taken,
however, of historical memory as a resource. Cumbers et al. (2010:68) have discussed how
old industrial cities contain latent reserves from past processes of activism and class
consciousness that can be drawn upon during struggles. There is a sense more broadly in
historical geographies of the labour movement and political left of constructing ‘usable
pasts’, that such histories can be a resource for today (Featherstone 2008; Griffin 2015). It
is important to recognise that struggles in the past were themselves shaped by their

relationships to history. Personal memories, stories passed down through families, and the
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active and collective memorialisation of struggles can all shape political cultures and a sense

of place.

Work on the British coalfields often highlights a strong sense of historical memory
embedded within labour activism and coalfield communities more broadly (Phillips
2012a:33). As Ferrall and McNeill (2015:179) argue in relation to the 1926 General Strike
and miners’ lockout: ‘The Strike, in this concentrated form of memory, never ends. The
Welsh poets of 1984-5 [...] recognise the futility of acting “as if the past were what is
finished with.”” On occasion, such accounts suggest a fairly insular conception of how
history and memory could embed a sense of place in the coalfields. It is worth supplementing
this with attention to the memorialisation of solidarities constructed between mining areas
and other places, both within and outside Britain. Such a focus would contribute to our
understanding of how militant particularism can be constructed relationally (Featherstone
2005). This research therefore develops an account of the role of translocal solidarities in the
construction of a sense of place. | emphasise 