Choose one group at risk of exclusion and consider the barriers, politically, socially and economically, which they have to overcome to gain full access to society. Include reference to issues of power and control in society.
[bookmark: _Hlk511237091]In this work, I propose to look at a group of striking workers at the Grunwick photo processing plant in Willesden in 1976. The strikers were said to be a group of South Asian women (SAW) who were protesting over the refusal of management to recognise their right to join a trade union. I will show that the strikers were misrepresented from the start and continue to be so. I will attempt to place the barriers they faced in a historical context and ask whether these have been addressed or are they still extant.


[image: https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/images/ic/640x360/p0635500.jpg]
Jayaben Desai (Wood, 1977)

“What you are running here is not a factory, it is a zoo. But in a zoo, there are many types of animals. Some are monkey who dance on your finger-tips, others are lions who can bite your head off. We are those lions, Mr Manager” (Dromey & Taylor, 1978, p. 29).
These words of Jayaben Desai to her manager, Malcolm Alden, was the opening salvo in what was initially a low-key dispute over working conditions, but which over the course of nearly 2 years, from 23rd August 1976 to 14th July 1978, encapsulated many of the tensions inherent in Britain in the 1970’s. A group of East African Asian, low paid, newly unionised, women workers brought to the fore issues that had been present in British society for many years, and would herald a clash of cultures that would signal a seismic shift in social attitudes in Britain, repercussions which are still being felt today.  
‘In the 1950’s and 1960’s voluntarist pressure groups had clustered on the Welfare States’ advancing frontier (Harrison, 2009, p. 200), but after 1970 their location shifted more influentially to the state’s retreating frontier, centring upon the Freedom Association (founded as The National Association for Freedom in 1975 and renamed in 1979), the Adam Smith Institute (founded in 1977), and above all the Centre for Policy Studies (CPS), with the long-established Institute for Economic Affairs bringing up the rear’ (Harrison, 2010, pp. 316 - 317)
The Grunwick walk out had provoked the response of top employers down the ages to industrial action: a lock out. Meanwhile, inside the gates of the Grunwick plans, between two thirds and three quarters of the staff was still working. Given the nature of the company’s workforce, and the local unemployment rate, it was not hard to envisage.
Yet the world outside the gates would prove much more hospitable to their cause than they all ward initially imagined. The first sign of this came when the strikers enquired about joining a union. Sunil Desai had been given three phone numbers: for the TUC, for the Brent Trades Council, and for the Association of Professional, Executive, Clerical and Computer Staffs (APEX), the union that seemed most suitable the following day Tuesday, over 60 of the strikers held a meeting, elected a delegation to talk to the unions London organiser and filled in APEX application forms. By Friday every single worker who had been on Grunwick’s permanent staff was an APEX member.
It is important to remember that British Asians had been living and working in Britain for many decades.
 ‘At Grunwick, British Asians were not simply the passive recipients of political assistance. By the early 70s, British Asians were going on strike to secure the equal treatment in the workplace, whether the union supporters are not (Beckett, 2010, p. 369). 
‘From the first weeks of the dispute, the strikers and their allies in the unions dug in for a struggle. Apex was a cautious politically moderate body- ‘right wing’ by Dromey’s left wing standards-but it had been recruiting rapidly in recent years, especially among women, as the white collar and light industrial sectors of the British economy were becoming a greater proportion of the whole. In mid-September 1976, less than three weeks after the Grunwick rebel had submitted that union membership applications, apex began giving them strike paid: only 8 pound a week at first, about ¼ typical basic wage at Grunwick, but backdated and soon increased to £12, supplemented by another £2.50 - £6 pounds a week depending on each strikers’ needs (Dromey & Taylor, 1978)
Whilst the dispute may initially be viewed as a relatively straight forward strike over working conditions and industrial relations, when we start to frame our analysis in terms of sociological factors, we soon find that the intersectionality of race, gender and social class make this a much more complex situation. In addition, hindsight from some 40 plus years after the event enable us to place it in a more coherent timeline, where the consequences of apparently unrelated interactions have developed their full potential.
Before attempting to unravel the multivariate factors that may be said to have contributed to the Grunwick strike, it is important to bear in mind that we may be trying to back fit sociological concepts that developed subsequently to the strike. For example, 
The first use of the concept of intersectionality is thought to be in Kimberlé Crenshaw’s (1989) paper on the intersection of ‘race and sex’ in the USA…Andersen and Collins’s ([1990] 2016) anthology explor(ed) the ways in which intersections of class, ’race’, gender and sexuality shape people’s identities and life chances (Giddens & Sutton, 2017, p. 97) 
 
Britain’s rise as a global power coincided with the Industrial Revolution at home, indeed, it is hard to envisage one without the other at that time. Trade developed as new markets for imported raw materials and exported finished goods were sought. Where trade went, military forces followed, to protect the supply lines. Exploitation of what came to be seen as ‘primitive peoples’ became justified as bringing ‘civilization’ to lesser races. This racist attitude was not seen to be a negative attitude, but rather as one might educate children who knew nothing. ‘Racism helped justify colonial rule over non-white peoples and denied them the rights of political participation that were being won by whites in their European homelands. Some sociologists argue that exclusion from citizenship remains a central feature of modern-day racism as well’ (Giddens, 2009, p. 639) The events surrounding the residency rights of the Windrush generation are in the news are a stark reminder that racism is still alive and kicking in Britain today - May 2018. 
Economic pressure led successive British government post 1945 to look towards her colonies for migrant labour to fill jobs that British born workers were increasingly reluctant to fill – often lower skilled and poorly paid jobs. However, there was often a refusal by others workers to allow immigrant labour, with the local trade unions and management colluding in operating a colour bar. 
‘Officially, British unions had been sympathetic to immigrants and opposed to racism for decades’ (Beckett, 2010), though as the authors of ‘Sex and Skill: Notes towards a Feminist Economics point out: ‘It is an irony of great concern to feminists that one of the most celebrated episodes in the history of British class struggle – the Shop Stewards Movement of the first world war – drew its strength from the resistance of men workers to a dilution of their jobs by women’ (Phillips & Taylor, 1980, p. 86) 
In 1955, the TUC condemned ‘all manifestations of racial discrimination or colour prejudice whether by governments, employers or workers’. But until Grunwick such laudable declarations had very limited effect in practice. The best unions took the same sort of guarded interest in the politics of race as they did in feminism and gay liberation. At worst, racism lingered in unions as it did in other parts of British society.
The post-war labour shortage, which prompted the British government to encourage mass immigration in the first place, had ended in the 60s. In the 70s, with unemployment rising instead, competition for jobs between the white and non-white working class became more intense. Between the early 1960s and the mid-1970s, the Labour Party to which the unions were tied gradually abandoned its earlier liberal stance on immigration and, in opposition and in government, engaged a competition with the Conservatives to bring in the toughest, or at least the toughest sounded, restrictions at this at the same time, for many white trade unions, class politics and the interests of existing union members took precedence over supporting immigrants or recruiting them into unions-particularly as the places where immigrants often work were, like Grunwick, frequently a difficult environment for union activism.
‘The historian Dilip Hiro wrote in his 1971 account of race relations Black British, White British, ‘…right through the 60s’ trade unions at the factory level worked in league with management to restrict people equal opportunity for black and Asian settlers-in recruitment, types of job available, promotion and redundancy.’ This collusion diminished but did not disappear during the 70s. In 1974, the radical race relations periodical Race Today commented - ‘the section to benefit most from the trade unions are white men over the age of 35. Nowhere is this is clearly illustrated as in the struggles of black workers.’ When the economy weakened in the mid-70s non-white workers suffered disproportionately: between 1974 and 1980, Hiro notes, the number of unemployed Asian and Afro-Caribbean Bretons rose by 290%, over twice as fast as the jobless total as a whole’ (Beckett, 2010, p. 368)

While the 1960’s and 1970’s saw greater numbers of women entering the workforce, there was still a societal view that saw women’s work as lower skilled than men’s, with concomitant lower pay levels. Even when both genders in a relationship were working, women were still expected to be the main family carer, one who would be expected to take time off to deal with children and home responsibilities. Male workers often viewed the women as only working for a little extra on top of their male partners wage – Sheila Douglas, one of the women involved in the machinists strike at Dagenham in 1968, has said that others questioned her rationale for striking: ‘(They say) “What are you doing this for? You only come to work for pin money, woman.’” (Crocker, 2008)  
According to George Stevenson, ‘Female dominated workplaces were characterised by weak trade union organisation, which was seen to reflect the patriarchal attitudes of local union officials and the trade union movement more widely’. (Stevenson, 2016, p. 743). Grunwick had established a Works Committee and, in theory, workers in the different departments elected representatives to the committee. In reality, few of the workers were even aware of its existence. 
‘In the Mail Order Department, the manager, Malcolm Alden, claimed he could find no one to stand as a candidate, so assumed the position himself’ (Dromey & Taylor, 1978, p. 45). 
	
When the Brent Trades Council first became involved in the Grunwick dispute, Jack Dromey wrote in his 1978 book Grunwick: the workers story, 
The Trades Council’ was simultaneously fighting hard against cuts in the National Health Service in Brent, and cuts in education, and . . . in support of the long-running strike for equal pay [for women] at the TRICR0 – F0LBERTH factory in Brentford, an effort which involved 24-hour picketing…’
‘We arrange for the strikers to visit other workplaces. Women in saris meeting workers who’d Never met women in saris before. They would go in and simply tell the Grunwick story. They were without any kind of guile or jargon. They were brilliant. There had not been that sort of mobilisation before for a local dispute. (Dromey & Taylor, 1978, p. 57)
In the years since the Grunwick dispute Jack Dromey had acquired a national reputation, perhaps the best of any senior trade unionist, the mountain successful campaigns for low paid immigrant workers. But, in 1976, such campaigns by unions were virtually unknown. ‘In the five years before Grunwick, there had been a succession of disasters where unions had let down black and Asian workers. The big battalions were oblivious to the fact that there were there was a world of super exploitation in 1970s Britain – exploded migrant labour’. (Beckett, 2010, pp. 366-7)
.
The union the strikers at Grunwick joined, APEX, declared the strike as official within a few days, and asked the postal workers union, UPW, to officially support the dispute. Within the union movement, it was seen as a given that members of other unions didn’t cross picket lines of official strikes. Given that Grunwick relied almost exclusively on the postal service for receiving films from the public for processing, the refusal of postal workers to cross a picket line was likely to put extra pressure on the company. The General Secretary of APEX, Roy Grantham, asked the TUC for support for the strikers, and this was given.
The support from the TUC ensured that unions throughout the country pledged to support the strike. Often, this was by way of donations collected in union branches and sent to the strikers to ensure they were able to support their families. As the strike went on, union members also travelled to Willesden to demonstrate outside the factory in solidarity. The tactic of mass picketing had been used to spectacular effect in 1972 at the Saltley Coke Depot, when thousands of miners from across the country had forced the closure of the depot and prevented fuel deliveries during the 1972 Miners strike. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]But it was the mass picketing that spelled the end of the dispute. The images played out on television and in the papers sent a message of aggression and militancy of large groups of (often) men, seeming to rampage out of control on the streets, clashing with police in verbal and physical confrontations. Thus, ‘from November 1977, mass support fell away, but …the strike committee also fell out with the union over the strategy of mass picketing, and APEX withdrew its support’ (McDowell, et al., 2014, p. 615). With no sign that the strikers would heed the advice of the TUC to call off the strike, but rather switched their protests to the TUC itself, the support from unions nationally fell away. ‘With no support, media coverage no longer had any interest in extensive coverage, and so ‘After a further eight months…the strike was called off on 14 July 1978’ (McDowell, et al., 2014). 

In conclusion, is it possible to identify the barriers that were present for the Grunwick strikers in 1976 to 1978? And have these barriers been eliminated or are they still present today? 
Quite clearly, there was an element of racism as evidenced by the article in Women’s History Review: ‘It may be that in the UK the racist connotations of Asian femininity – the un-nuanced stereotypical image of the submissive Asian female – influenced the press’ (McDowell, et al., 2014, p. 606). The imagery used at the time emphasised over and over that the workers were South Asian women, while ignoring the African-Caribbean and other ethnicities working at the plant. Joe Rogaly  ( (Rogaly, 1977) , quoted in (McDowell, et al., 2014, p. 599) noted that ‘...in March 1977, of 206 weekly-paid workers, 141 were not white, of whom 41 were from the Caribbean and 78 were of South Asian origins...’ (McDowell, et al., 2014) Is racism now an outmoded and historical anomaly today? The straight answer to that must ne no. The demonising of Muslims continues unabated, coupled with the increasingly visible expressions of xenophobia since the Brexit referendum of 2016 shows that racist attitudes still persist.  
Maybe low pay is no longer an issue? After all, the Equal Pay Act was passed in 1970, though this has been superseded by the Equality Act 2010 which gave men and women a right to equal pay for equal work. However, we still see there is a gender pay gap, as witnessed by the issues in the BBC. While this issue has concerned the pay of presenters, and salary’s in the £100,00’s, it is still indicative of an attitude regarding the employment worth of women.
Terms and conditions – while we may have seen some improvement, the rise of the so-called ‘Gig economy’ gives lie to the myth of secure employment.
Equal access to trade union leadership. According to The Morning Star in 2014, while women make up 55% of the membership of trade unions in the UK, only 15 out of 54 unions have a woman as the General Secretary (Raw, 2014), though the head of the TUC itself is a woman. In addition, how powerful a force are the Trade Unions? In 1979, Trade Union member stood at 13.9 million, with a density of 54% of the working population, but by 2016, this number had fallen to 6.2 million, with a density of 23.5% (HM Government, 2017, p. 5)
But maybe the most damaging consequence of the strike was that it occurred at a time when the Labour Government of 1974 – 1979 was increasingly being seen as unable to enforce the Social Contract, and unable to persuade the industrial trade unions to reign in the increasing militancy of the rank and file. Margaret Thatcher promise to curb the bullying power of the unions was a growing attraction. Her election in 1979 signalled the start of a savage attack on employment rights that continues to this day. The Trade Union Act 2016 may be said to be the progeny of Grunwick.
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