
   
 

   
 

 

  

“We’re Getting What We Want 
Through Fighting Together” An 

Exploration of Women and Work by 
British Art Collectives of the 1970s 

ROSEMARY ELIZABETH STUBBS 

 

A thesis submitted in partial 
fulfilment of the requirements of 

Teesside University for the degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy 

April 2022 
 



   
 

 

 

1 

Abstract 

This thesis examines how art collectives of 1970s Britain represented working-class 

women in the field of work, and how this practice reveals a hidden heritage. It 

advocates for an interdisciplinary approach to the practice of cultural history, utilising 

artworks as historical documentation. These art collectives acted as researchers, and 

the artwork that they created incorporated statistics, photography, and film. These 

artworks, together with archival material relating to their production, provide evidence 

of the shifting landscape of women and work in 1970s Britain. 

 

A thematic approach is taken, and three artworks are considered as case studies of the 

central concerns in the history of women and work. Margaret Harrison, Mary Kelly, 

and Kay Hunt’s 1975 work Women and Work: A Document on the Division of Labour 

in Industry (1973-5) examined the implementation of the Equal Pay Act through the 

lens of the South London Metal Box Co. factory. Berwick Street Film Collective’s 

1975 work Nightcleaners documented the Night Cleaners’ Campaign of the early 

1970s, as women unionised and took industrial action to call for better pay and 

working conditions. The Hackney Flashers’ 1978 work Who’s Holding the Baby? 

addresses the domestic and childcare responsibilities of women. It investigates nursery 

provision, utilising the Market Nursery in the London Borough of Hackney as an 

example.  
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Introduction 

This thesis examines the shifting landscape of women and work in 1970s Britain. The 

Equal Pay Act became an Act of Parliament in 1970, and in 1975 it came into force 

alongside the Sex Discrimination Act. Between 1971 and 1979, the percentage of 

women active in the labour market grew from 55 percent to 64 percent.1 This 

examination of women and work goes further than the confines of the labour market, 

as since the 1970s, feminist theory has redefined the term work, to include 

reproductive as well as productive labour. Therefore, this thesis considers not only the 

work of women in the workplace, but also that which was performed in the domestic, 

including childcare responsibilities.  

 

The timeliness of this research is apparent within recent historiography. In 2012, 

Lawrence Black wrote about the comeback of the 1970s, and that “the decade is ripe 

for revisionism”.2 The following year, alongside Hugh Pemberton and Pat Thane, he 

edited Reassessing 1970s Britain. Here, they proposed to integrate the decade’s 

political economy with sociological and cultural perspectives to ask why “the 

Seventies [were] so different, so bad”.3 At the time of writing this introduction, Britain 

is in crisis. Rising energy prices and an increase in the cost of living have seen reports 

with headlines such as “UK household incomes facing biggest decline since mid-70s, 

 
1 George Stevenson, ‘The Forgotten Strike: Equality, Gender, and Class in the Trico Equal 

Pay Strike’, Labour History Review 81:2 (2016), pp. 145-148 
2 Lawrence Black, ‘Review Essay: An Enlightening Decade? New Histories of 1970s’ 

Britain’, International Labour and Working Class History 82 (2012), P174 
3 Lawrence Black, Hugh Pemberton and Pat Thane (eds.), Reassessing 1970s Britain 

Manchester (2013), pp. 15-16 
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says thinktank”.4 This sits within a resurgence of 1970s culture in Britain, as recently 

discussed by VICE Magazine, and considered (and quashed) by Polly Toynbee in The 

Guardian.5  

 

The exploration of women and work within this thesis is viewed through the lens of 

collective art practice. John A. Walker advocated that “what was new and significant 

about art in Britain during the 1970s was its repoliticisation and feminisation, its 

attempt to reconnect to society at large”.6 It is this politically charged practice that is 

examined here. Socially engaged art practice is also seeing a resurgence in recent 

times. In 2015, Assemble, a multi-disciplinary collective, won the prestigious Turner 

Prize. In 2021 the shortlist for the prize consisted entirely of artist collectives, who all 

worked to “inspire social change through art”.7 Socially engaged practice is at the 

forefront of contemporary museum and gallery practice. The University of Leicester 

runs an MA programme entitled ‘Socially Engaged Practice in Museums and 

Galleries’, advocating that “in the 21st century, leading museums, galleries, and 

heritage practice [have begun] to make use of socially engaged approaches”.8 

However, the history of socially engaged approaches in museums and galleries began 

 
4 ‘The Guardian | UK household incomes facing biggest decline since mid-70s, says 

thinktank’ [https://www.theguardian.com/business/2022/mar/08/uk-household-incomes-

decline-resolution-foundation-ukraine-conflict-energy-prices], accessed 9th March 2022. 
5 ‘VICE | Introducing: The 70s Revivalists’ 

[https://www.vice.com/en/article/pkb7jk/introducing-the-70s-revivalists], accessed 9th March 

2022. 

‘The Guardian | Are the 2020s really like living back in the 1970s? I wish …’ 

[https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2021/nov/20/are-the-2020s-really-like-living-

back-in-the-1970s-i-wish-], accessed 9th March 2022. 
6 John A. Walker, Left Shift: Radical Art in 1970s Britain, London (2002), P2 
7 ‘Tate | Turner Prize Shortlist Announced’ [https://www.tate.org.uk/press/press-

releases/turner-prize-shortlist-announced-0], accessed 9th March 2022. 
8 ‘University of Leicester | Socially Engaged Practice in Museums and Galleries MA, MSc, 

PGDip, PGCert, Short course - one module, by distance learning’ 

[https://le.ac.uk/courses/socially-engaged-practice-in-museums-and-galleries-ma-msc-

dl/2021], accessed 9th March 2022. 



   
 

 

 

14 

decades before this, in the 1970s. The history of socially engaged art in Britain 

stretches back even further, to the practice of John Ruskin, the Arts and Crafts 

Movement, and the Settlement Movement, all of which began in the 19th Century.9  

 

The research presented within this thesis considers how socially engaged artist 

collectives of 1970s Britain represented the subjects of their practice. It considers how 

they acted as researchers, and how the artwork that they created can be considered as 

sociological study. Unlike traditional forms, the work that they created incorporated 

film, photography, and statistics. Yet, fifty years later there are critiques of the factual 

accuracy of socially engaged practice undertaken by contemporary artists. In 2021, 

“research agency” Forensic Architecture’s exhibition Cloud Studies at The Whitworth, 

Manchester, resulted in a Freedom Of Information request which found that the 

exhibition “showed no attempt had been made to check its accuracy”. Director of the 

gallery, Alistair Hudson, was asked to leave his post by the University of Manchester 

in February 2022.10 This is an opportune time to appraise the development of socially 

engaged art practice in Britain.  

 

The artworks considered within this thesis are utilised as historical record. Here, three 

artworks are examined as case studies of women and work in 1970s Britain. Women 

and Work: A Document on the Division of Labour in Industry (1973-5) (1975) by 

 
9 ‘John Ruskin | Lancaster University’ [https://www.lancaster.ac.uk/the-ruskin/john-ruskin/], 

accessed 25th March 2022. 

‘Our History | Toynbee Hall’ [https://www.toynbeehall.org.uk/about-us/our-history/], 

accessed 25th March 2022. 

‘Arts and Crafts | V&A’ [https://www.vam.ac.uk/collections/arts-and-crafts], accessed 25th 

March 2022. 
10 ‘The Guardian | Whitworth gallery director Alistair Hudson forced out over Palestinian 

statement’ [https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2022/feb/22/whitworth-gallery-

director-alistair-hudson-forced-out-over-palestinian-statement], accessed 10th March 2022. 
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Margaret Harrison, Mary Kelly and Kay Hunt addresses the implementation of Equal 

Pay legislation. Nightcleaners (1975) by the Berwick Street Film Collective focuses 

on the unionisation and industrial action of women. Who’s Holding the Baby? (1978) 

by The Hackney Flashers explores the domestic and childcare responsibilities of 

women. The significance of utilising these artworks as documentation is highlighted 

by Veronica Beechey, who in the 1980s stated that feminist analysts “have been 

hampered by our preoccupation while developing a ‘correct’ theoretical 

understanding, and by our endeavours to constitute our concepts with little reference 

to concrete evidence about women’s employment”.11 This thesis aims to remedy this 

lack of evidence, by utilising the artworks created by socially engaged art collectives 

of 1970s Britain as historical evidence of women’s employment.   

 

Defining Women, Class, and Work 

 

Intrinsic to this thesis are the concepts of women, class, and work. The meanings of 

these terms are contested, and it is pertinent to set out the parameters within which 

they are used here. Iris Marion Young’s definition of woman is one which best fits 

this research. Young stated that: 

Woman is a serial collective defined neither common identity nor by a common 

set of attributes that all the individuals in the series share, but, rather, it names 

a set of structural constraints and relations to practio-inert objects that 

condition action and its meaning.12  

 

 
11 Veronica Beechey, ‘Studies of Women’s Employment’ in Feminist Review (ed.), Waged 

Work: A Reader London (1986), P131 
12 Iris Marion Young, ‘Gender as Seriality: Thinking about Women as a Social Collective’, 

Signs 19:3 (Spring, 1994), P737 
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This understanding of woman bears some resemblance to E.P. Thompson’s 

understanding of the term ‘working classes’. Thompson described this as a descriptive 

term, one that “ties loosely together a bundle of discrete phenomena.”13 Instead, he 

advocated for an examination of class, understanding this as “a historical 

phenomenon, unifying a number of disparate and seemingly unconnected events, both 

in the raw material of experience and in consciousness”.14 There are limitations to 

Thompson’s perception of class, however; he stated, for instance, that “the class 

experience is largely determined by the productive relations into which men are born 

– or enter involuntarily. Class-consciousness is the way in which these experiences 

are handled in cultural terms”.15 Thompsons’s work has received renewed attention in 

recent years, with authors stressing its continued relevance. Yet, this conceptualisation 

of class is not without issue.16 In 1990, Catherine Hall issued the clarion call: “The 

complexities of the relation between class and culture have often received much 

attention. It is time for gender and culture to be subjected to more critical scrutiny”.17 

Critical scrutiny of gender has been undertaken by feminist theorists since the 1970s 

in their redefining of the term ‘work’. In their recent introduction to the Women’s 

History Review special issue ‘Work, Poverty and Policy’, Eileen Boris and Sasha 

Coles have discussed how: “since the 1970s, feminist theory has disrupted present-

day and historical categorisations of work by redefining the term to include 

reproductive as well as productive activities, labour in the home and for the family – 

 
13 E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, London (2013, first published 

1963), P8 
14 ibid. 
15 ibid., P9 
16 Paul Griffin, ‘Diverse political identities within a working-class presence: Revisiting Red 

Clydeside’, Political Geography 65 (2018), P124 
17 Catherine Hall, ‘Gender and Working-class Culture in England’, in Harvey J. Kaye and 

Keith McClelland (eds.), E.P. Thompson: Critical Perspectives, Cambridge (1990), P99 
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cooking, cleaning and caring – as well as employment. We now recognise mothering, 

along with sex and other forms of intimate care, as work”.18 It is within this redefined 

term of work that this thesis places itself.  

 

This is not to dismiss the experiences of those women whose lives are not reflected 

within this idea of wife, mother, and worker, but this is not to be addressed within this 

thesis. Joan Chandler, in Women without Husbands: An Exploration of the Margins of 

Marriage (1991), explored how marriage contributes to the gendering of women, 

regardless of their marital status; and Sheila Jeffreys, with The Lesbian Revolution: 

Lesbian Feminism in the UK 1970-1990 (2018), addressed how lesbian feminism has 

been “hidden from history”.19 Further to this, there are shortcomings in how race was 

addressed within the artworks examined within this thesis. Representation of working-

class women of colour is touched upon within this research, but again, this sits within 

the confines of the artworks examined within it. Recent scholarship is beginning to 

remedy the erasure of Black Women’s experiences in Britain, as demonstrated by 

Oumou Longley’s ‘Olive and me in the archive: a Black British woman in an archival 

space’ (2021).20 Recent scholarship is also examining the enduring presence of class 

within English society. Florence Sutcliffe-Braithwaite has advocated that class 

identities remained an important preoccupation of English culture in the late 20th 

 
18 Eileen Boris & Sasha Coles, ‘WHR special issue: work, poverty, and policy’, Women's 

History Review, 30:2 (2021), P183 
19 Joan Chandler, Women without Husbands: An Exploration of the Margins of Marriage 

London (1991), Sheila Jeffreys, The Lesbian Revolution: Lesbian Feminism in the UK 1970-

1990 Abingdon (2018)   
20 Oumou Longley, ‘Olive and me in the archive: a Black British woman in an archival 

space’, Feminist Review 129:1 (2021) 
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century. 21 It is therefore pertinent to place this examination of women and work within 

the context of class relations.   

 

Using artworks as historical documentation 

 

These artworks have been addressed within art historical study, most recently within 

the research of Siona Wilson, Victoria Horne, Dan Kidner and Alex Sainsbury, Petra 

Bauer, Na'ama Klorman-Eraqi, and Noni Stacey.22 However, this thesis differs in that 

it is an exercise in cultural history. By using these artworks as historical 

documentation, it presents a cultural history of women and work in 1970s Britain. The 

methodology used in this thesis is informed by the review of Women and Work: A 

Document on the Division of Labour in Industry (1973-5) that Rosalind Delmar wrote 

for the October 1975 issue of the feminist magazine Spare Rib. Here, Delmar stated 

that: 

it is the fact that the photographs, interviews, tables and charts are contained 

in a particular mode within the gallery which makes them into ‘art’. The 

exhibits could be described variously as the tools in trade of the historian, the 

sociologist, the trades union militant or the women’s liberation activist.23 

 

 
21 Florence Sutcliffe-Braithwaite, Class, Politics, and the Decline of Deference in England, 

1968-2000 Oxford (2018), pp. 6-7 
22 Siona Wilson, Art Labor, Sex Politics: Feminist Effects in 1970s British Art and 

Performance, Minneapolis (2015)  

Victoria Horne, ‘Institutional Dissonance’, Radical Philosophy 186 (July/ August 2014) 

Dan Kidner and Alex Sainsbury (eds.) Nightcleaners + ’36 to ’77, London (2018)  

Petra Bauer, Sisters! Making Films, Doing Politics, Stockholm (2016) 

Na'ama Klorman-Eraqi, The Visual is Political - Feminist Photography and Counter-

Cultural Activity in 1970s Britain, New Brunswick (2019) 

Noni Stacey, Photography of Protest and Community: The Radical Collectives of the 1970s, 

London (2020) 
23 Rosalind Delmar, ‘Women & Work’, Spare Rib 40 (October 1975), P32 



   
 

 

 

19 

By understanding the practice of socially engaged art collectives as the ‘tools in trade 

of the historian’, this research takes the study of these artworks outside of their gallery 

context but does not dismiss the importance of their display in the gallery space. This 

thesis examines these artworks as a historical tool, but further to the artworks 

themselves, it considers their production, and indeed their legacy and contemporary 

relevance as they continue to be shown within the gallery space. In utilising artworks 

as historical source material, this research sits within the interdisciplinary subject of 

visual culture, a relatively new field in historical study. It sits amongst the work of 

other cultural historians, such as Vall’s Cultural Region (2011), and McLellan’s ‘From 

the Political to the Personal’ (2020).24 

 

This thesis presents a hidden heritage of working-class women at work through an 

analysis of how their lives were represented by art collectives of 1970s Britain. This 

is not confined to a reading of the artworks themselves, and instead incorporates 

archive material, an interview that I conducted with Margaret Harrison in 2018, 

contemporary feminist publications, and the application of feminist theory. Women 

and Work: A Document on the Division of Labour in Industry (1973-5) was viewed 

across Tate Store and Tate Archive, a copy of Nightcleaners was obtained from artists’ 

film distributer Lux before being redistributed in 2018 by Koenig Books, and Who’s 

Holding the Baby? was viewed in the online collection of the Museo Nacional Centro 

de Arte Reina Sofía. [Illustration 17. Twenty-three panel version of Who’s Holding 

The Baby? on display at Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía] A number of 

archives were consulted in addition to viewing the artworks: Red Rag and Shrew 

 
24 Natasha Vall, Cultural Region: North East England, 1945–2000 Manchester (2011) 

Josie McLellan, ‘From the Political to the Personal: Work and Class in 1970s British 

Feminist Art’ Twentieth Century British History, Vol. 31, No. 2 (2020) 
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magazines at the British Library; records from the Women’s Art Library, Goldsmiths; 

Arts Council of Great Britain records at Archive of Art and Design, V&A Collections; 

material relating to works by Conrad Atkinson at Tate Archive; records of the Greater 

London Arts Association at Greater London Council collection, London Metropolitan 

Archives; exhibition files of the South London Gallery; Papers of Sheila Rowbotham 

at The Women’s Library, London School of Economics; the Hackney Flashers 

collection at Bishopsgate Institute; the Hackney People’s Press and Hackney Trades 

Council collections at Hackney Archive; and the collection of the Jo Spence Memorial 

Library Archive, Birkbeck.  

 

Through consultation of archive material and the collecting of an oral history, this 

thesis utilises material that has yet to be examined within academic literature. It places 

art practice within a new context, that of cultural history, and in doing this it advocates 

for the use of socially engaged art practice as historical source material. This thesis 

argues that there is a hidden history of working-class women at work to be found 

within the practice of art collectives of 1970s Britain. In examining these artworks 

there are themes that can be seen running throughout, primarily those of the influence 

of Brechtian aesthetics, Marxist feminism, and the Women’s Liberation Movement 

[WLM]. For the purpose of clarity, Brechtian aesthetics is a term used within this 

thesis to refer to art as a form of production. More conventionally, this is where theatre 

acts as a sociological and ideological causes, entrenched in the concepts of the 

dialectic and reasoned argument. However, this is a term that reoccurred within this 

research project, whether this be its influence on the production of the artworks 

examined here or referred to within contemporary analysis of these pieces. Similarly, 

the influence of Marxist feminist thought is clearly stated within the influences of these 
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artists and the analysis of their work. Complimentary to this idea of Brechtian 

aesthetics, this thesis refers to Marxist feminism as a concept that addresses the 

oppression of women under patriarchy, which is closely linked to the capitalist mode 

of production. This oppression is considered a source of class oppression, and the 

application of dialectic materialism is here applied to explain class struggle.  

 

Historiographical Context 

 

In her 2021 memoir Daring to Hope, historian of feminism and radical social 

movements Sheila Rowbotham charts her involvement in the WLM. She described the 

1970s as seeing “a great surge of rebellion and dissent that spanned politics, culture 

and personal life”.25 The historical narrative of women’s experience in 1970s Britain 

has been written by those who were involved in this, largely middle-class movement.26 

Instead, this thesis shifts the focus onto the lives of working-class women. There is 

some difficulty in doing so, however, as by looking at the lives of working-class 

women in the field of work through artworks, these were created by largely middle-

class art collectives. When May Hobbs, the working-class leader of the Night 

Cleaners’ Campaign published her memoir Born To Struggle, with Quartet Books in 

1973, only eleven of the 164 pages are dedicated to the campaign. Instead, the book is 

 
25 Sheila Rowbotham, Daring to Hope London (2021), P2.  
26 Sheila Rowbotham, Daring to Hope London (2021) 

Sheila Rowbotham, Promise of a Dream London (2002) 

Sally Alexander, Becoming A Woman: And Other Essays in 19th and 20th Century Feminist 

History New York (1995) 

Anna Coote and Beatrix Campbell, Sweet Freedom second edition Oxford (1987) 

Sheila Rowbotham, Lynne Segal, Hilary Wainwright, Beyond the Fragments: Feminism and 

the Making of Socialism third edition, Pontypool (2012) 
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a “racy and authentic portrait of working-class life in Hoxton”.27 The lives of 

Working-Class women in 1970s Britain have not been afforded the same attention as 

their middle-class ‘sisters’. 

 

Elizabeth Roberts’ Women and Families ends its appraisal of women’s experiences of 

motherhood in 1970. Yet, from the oral evidence collected within her study, Roberts 

concludes that “it was still possible in 1970 to describe a typical family as one with 

both parents living at home, father being the chief wage earner and mother being 

responsible for the housework and child rearing”.28 Within this, Roberts states that 

“the women in this study were apparently not conscious of gender inequality. They 

were not interested in the women’s movement which was becoming more vocal and 

active towards the end of this period, but which still seemed to be confined to 

intellectual circles”.29 In Modern Motherhood, Angela Davis goes further to explain 

how the women’s movement can be viewed within a broader context of women’s self-

organisation.30 Her conclusion that historical interpretations have overlooked this 

action taken by women to improve their lives is supplemented by the research 

presented here. Evident within this thesis is that there was broad support for the 

women’s movement amongst working class women. Although not necessarily active 

within the consciousness raising of the movement, women showed solidarity with its 

message, as is particularly evident within the investigation of Nightcleaners in Chapter 

4. 

 
27 May Hobbs, Born to Struggle London (1973), front inside cover. 
28 Elizabeth Roberts, Women and Families: An Oral History, 1940-1970, Oxford (1995), 

P208 
29 Elizabeth Roberts, Women and Families: An Oral History, 1940-1970, Oxford (1995), 

P239 
30 Angela Davis, Modern Motherhood: Women and Family in England, 1945-2000, 

Manchester (2012), P208 
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The way in which this thesis contributes to the story of working-class women of 1970s 

Britain is focused on the theme of work. The image and popular memory of the decade 

is dominated by the “masculine aspects of 1970s industrialist unionism”, with 

attention placed upon heavy industries and “masculine modes of confrontation”.31 

However, more recent scholarship focuses on women’s narratives within the events at 

the centre of this popular memory of 1970s Britain. Tara Martin Lopez has assessed 

women’s role within 1978-79’s Winter of Discontent, concluding that women’s 

participation in the strikes that took place assisted in the reconfiguration of trade 

unions, acting as “a crucial entry point for some women into the British labour 

movement”.32 Building upon Martin Lopez’s reassessment of women’s labour history, 

this thesis bridges the gap between the Equal Pay Strike at Ford’s Dagenham in 1968 

and the Winter of Discontent in 1978-79. It assesses the shifting landscape of women 

and work in 1970s Britain through the lens of socially engaged art practice, using these 

artworks as catalysts for further exploration of women’s experiences of equal pay, 

unionisation and industrial action, and domestic responsibilities and childcare across 

the decade.  

 

The analysis of Martin Lopez has added new depth to the historical study of women’s 

trade unionism. In the 2015 edition of Women Workers and the Trade Unions, Sarah 

Boston speculates that “in the 1970s women influenced by feminist ideas […] had 

begun to make demands of their unions. Those demands increased and broadened 

 
31 Lawrence Black, ‘Review Essay: An Enlightening Decade? New Histories of 1970s’ 

Britain’, International Labour and Working Class History 82 (2012), P176, P177 
32 Tara Martin Lopez, The Winter of Discontent: Myth, Memory, and History, Liverpool 

(2014), P210 
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during the late 1970s and early 1980s, reflecting the growth of the women’s 

movement”.33 Instead, Martin Lopez advocates that working class women worked in 

coalition with activists from the Women’s Movement, presenting the Night Cleaners’ 

Campaign as evidence of this relationship.34 The research presented within this thesis 

builds upon this assertion through its analysis of Nightcleaners in Chapters 3 and 4.  

 

This socially engaged practice addressed within this thesis has been addressed within 

the history of feminist art. Art historians have previously explored the relationship 

between this practice and the activity of the WLM. One of the earliest texts to reflect 

upon this relationship was Parker and Pollock’s Framing Feminism. Here it was 

argued that “the strategies of feminist art practice are not simple novelties of form or 

style. They are complex negotiations at the level of representation and signification of 

the representation of women”.35 These strategies have been returned to more recently, 

in Na’Ama Klorman-Eraqi’s publication on feminist photography and countercultural 

activity in 1970s Britain. She concludes with a discussion of how “feminist 

photography posed arguments that corresponded with the distinct ideologies of the 

period’s feminist subgroupings”.36 This research builds upon the work of Klorman-

Eraqi by exploring how the work of Harrison, Hunt and Kelly, the Berwick Street Film 

Collective, and the Hackney Flashers indeed corresponded with distinct feminist 

ideologies of Seventies Britain.  

 

 
33 Sarah Boston Women Workers and the Trade Unions 3rd Edition London (2015), P312 
34 Tara Martin, ‘The Beginning of Labor's End? Britain's "Winter of Discontent" and 

Working-Class Women's Activism’, International Labor and Working-Class History 75, 

Spring 2009, P54 
35 Rozsika Parker and Griselda Pollock, Framing feminism: art and the women's movement 

1970-85, London (1987), P261 
36 Klorman-Eraqi, The Visual is Political, P135 
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Situated within Boris and Coles’ redefined concept of work, this thesis concerns not 

only the study of women’s paid work within the labour force, but also considers the 

work of women in childrearing and childcare. Recent studies by social historians have 

addressed working motherhood. Within her book Double Lives, Helen McCarthy 

concludes by emphasising the importance of choice. She states that “feminist 

arguments for day-care as the key to giving mothers real choices were only articulated 

clearly from the 1970s”.37 This feminist argument for day-care is exemplified within 

this thesis’ analysis of Who’s Holding The Baby? McCarthy implores that it is not the 

job of the historian “to generalise about paid work as either ‘good’ or ‘bad’ for 

mothers, families or the nation at large”.38 This concluding statement is one that is 

mirrored within my own research, which instead follows a case study approach to 

understanding women’s work, both paid and unpaid, and in doing so viewing these 

studies as evidence of a shifting landscape of women and work, allowing for the 

hidden heritage of working class women to be heard through their own words, a voice 

that has previously not been loud enough within the field British labour history.  

 

In her thesis exploring feminism, art, and collaboration, Amy Tobin concludes with a 

discussion of filmmaker Lis Rhodes’ 1979 text Whose History? Here, Tobin talks of 

the difficulty in maintaining a record of the history of feminist art practice both in 

Britain and the United States in the 1970s. Written in 2016, Tobin’s research ended in 

the year before that of this thesis began. She identifies that there has been renewed 

feminist activism alongside other approaches to historical work, stating that “traces of 

the aberrant 1970s persist in the material of the surviving works, which escape and 

 
37 Helen McCarthy, Double Lives: A History of Working Motherhood, London (2020), p267 
38 ibid., P269 
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disrupt the conventions of museum display”.39 The examples given here are those of 

Who’s Holding The Baby? and Women and Work, both artworks that are central to this 

research. Therefore, this thesis builds upon the conclusions of Tobin’s research by 

examining these artworks in greater depth.  

 

The artworks that inform this research were mostly created in London, by artists based 

in London, about women working in London.40 The connection between radical art 

and politics in 1970s London has been recorded by art historian Astrid Proll.41 In their 

study of queer post-war London, Houlbrook and Waters refer to the way in which “the 

changes unleashed by the war seemed to render Britain’s stability problematic, 

undermining the integrity of the family and established gender arrangements”.42 This 

supports Penny Summerfield’s account of women workers of the Second World War, 

“arguing that the state, the labour movement and employers all worked to ensure that 

women met additional burden without losing any of their traditional role”.43 The 

findings of this research focus upon the experiences of working-class British women 

beyond these traditional roles, instead looking at the activism of working class women 

in the arena of work, whether this be in paid employment or unpaid domestic work. 

This activism was not unique to activities of the London-based groups explored within 

the artworks investigated here. This is exemplified by the influence of the Night 

 
39 A. Tobin, ‘Working Together, Working Apart: Feminism, Art, and Collaboration in 

Britain and the United States, 1970–81’ (PhD thesis: University of York: 2016), P167 
40 Except for Conrad Atkinson’s Strike (1972), which instead focused upon the women of 

Brannan’s thermometer factory in Atkinson’s hometown of Cleator Moor, Cumbria. 
41 Astrid Proll (ed.), Goodbye London: Radical Art & Politics in the 70’s Ostfildern, (2010) 
42 Matt Houlbrook and Chris Waters, ‘The Heart in Exile: Detachment and Desire in 1950s 

London’, History Workshop Journal 62 (2006), P144 
43 Penny Summerfield, Women Workers in the Second World War, Kent (1984) in Sue 

Bruley, ‘A Very Happy Crowd': Women in Industry in South London in World War Two’, 

History Workshop Journal 44 (1997), P59 
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Cleaners’ Campaign. In The Brush Off, Jill Sullivan discussed the campaign alongside 

the shortcomings of the contract cleaning trade in Walsall. In The Durham Experience, 

Lynda Finn and Gavin Williams spoke of its influence amongst the women cleaners 

of Durham University.44 The issues examined within the artworks reflected national 

concerns.  

 

Throughout the 1970s, socially engaged art collectives explored the labour of 

working-class women, going from the workplace to the home, by-way-of the industrial 

action that took place on the streets. And in doing so, the viewing of the work that they 

created shifted from the audiences of the gallery and independent film festival to the 

audiences of community spaces. The locations for the creation and the display of these 

works shifted throughout the decade, but what remained constant was the subject 

represented within them: working-class women at work. 

 

Thesis Overview and Structure 

 

The concern of this thesis is why these art collectives were motivated to represent the 

lives of working-class women, how they acted as researchers in the creation of 

artworks, and the legacy of the work that they produced. Further to this, there are 

questions of class conflict, Marxist influences, and alignment to contemporary 

feminist practice of the WLM. At the centre of this research is shifting the narrative 

of these artworks away from the practice of the middle-class artists and activists 

 
44 Jill Sullivan, The Brush Off, London (1977) 

Lynda Finn and Gavin Williams, The Durham Experience: Bureaucrats and Women 

Cleaners, London (1976) 
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involved in their creation, and instead towards the working-class women represented 

within the work. Inevitably, the scope of the thesis goes beyond this concern, and the 

cultural history of these collectives is written within this. However, the focus of this 

history is one that centres upon relationships that artists formed with the working-class 

women who featured within their work, rather than focusing upon the development of 

their practice, as has been done previously within art historical examinations.  

 

This thesis takes a case study approach to how British art collectives of the 1970s 

explored women and work. It utilises each artwork as a means of exploring a key 

theme within the shifting landscape of women and work. These case studies are not to 

be seen as typifying women’s experiences of work, but rather as a lens through which 

to view the relationship between the WLM and working-class women, the 

representation of working-class women by middle-class artists, artists acting as 

researchers, and as a means of applying contemporary theory to these studies. The 

legacy of these studies, displayed as artworks within galleries and other spaces, is to 

be paired with the enduring relevance of women advocating for equal pay, 

campaigning for better working conditions through unionisation, and the question of 

childcare, both in the 1970s and today. 

 

Chapter One begins by contextualising the legislative changes that concerned women 

and work in 1970s Britain, as it examines Margaret Harrison, Mary Kelly and Kay 

Hunt’s Women and Work: A Document on the Division of Labour in Industry (1973-

5), which addresses the implementation of the 1975 Equal Pay Act. The chapter 

explores the development of socially engaged practice within the Artists Union [AU] 

and amongst its membership. Harrison, Hunt and Kelly produced the artwork as 
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members of the union’s Women’s Workshop. Before this, Harrison was involved in 

the production of Conrad Atkinson’s Strike (1972). The development of this socially 

engaged practice, and its alignment with the concerns of working-class women, is 

addressed within this chapter. The focus then shifts towards examining the funding 

received by Harrison, Hunt and Kelly, the work of the Greater London Arts 

Association, and the practice of the Community Arts Movement.  

 

Chapter Two continues to examine Women and Work: A Document on the Division of 

Labour in Industry (1973-5). It utilises the documentation presented within the 

artwork as a historical record of the lives of those working-class women employed by 

the South London Metal Box Co. factory. The analysis then moves to consider the role 

of the artists as researchers, and the initial presentation of the artwork at South London 

Art Gallery [SLG] in 1975, incorporating correspondence from visitors to the 

exhibition. The influence of Brechtian aesthetics and Marxist thought is then 

considered, moving into a discussion of the representation of class within the artwork. 

The potential conflict between middle-class artists and working-class subjects is then 

juxtaposed with the largely middle-class membership of the WLM. The chapter ends 

with a discussion of the artwork’s legacy.  

 

Chapter Three examines the unionisation and industrial action of working-class 

women through the lens of Berwick Street Film Collective’s Nightcleaners. It begins 

by addressing the historical context of women’s trade union membership in 1970s 

Britain, and the historical context of industrial action performed by British women in 

the 1970s. The chapter then addresses the Night Cleaners’ Campaign, the subject of 

the artwork. The involvement of the WLM within the campaign is then considered, 
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again looking at the potential for class conflict between the largely middle-class 

movement and the working-class night cleaners.  

 

Chapter Four continues to examine Nightcleaners. It begins by considering collective 

practice of the Berwick Street Film Collective together with that of the Night Cleaners’ 

Campaign. The legacy of Nightcleaners is discussed alongside its art historical 

significance. The discussion moves on to look at how intersectionality was addressed 

within the artwork. The chapter ends by considering how a hidden heritage of 

working-class women was displayed within Nightcleaners.  

 

Chapter Five explores the domestic and childcare responsibilities of working-class 

women examined within The Hackney Flashers’ Who’s Holding the Baby? The 

chapter begins by contextualising the position of domestic responsibilities and 

childcare within labour history, and the cuts to public services and nursery provision 

taking place in the 1970s. The influence of radical practice and Marxist thought 

amongst the Hackney Flashers is addressed, before moving on to discuss their 

relationship with Hackney Trades Council. The representation of working-class 

women within the practice of The Hackney Flashers is then analysed, before 

discussion of their move away from collective practice. The representation of class 

within their practice is examined, alongside how they demonstrated a heritage of 

working-class women. The chapter ends by addressing art historical perspectives of 

the work of the Hackney Flashers, and the impact and legacy of Who’s Holding the 

Baby? As with its application in Chapter 4, the term art historical perspectives refers 

to how this thesis has incorporated the artwork’s inclusion within the canon of art 
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history. These artworks have been addressed from a number of perspectives, whether 

it be that of feminist, conceptual, or socially engaged art practice.  
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Chapter One Equal Pay Part One: 

Contextualisation 

Introduction 

This chapter examines what changes, if any, were made to the working conditions of 

working-class women in the wake of the legislation introduced in the 1970s 

concerning women’s employment. This is addressed within the study of the division 

of labour within a London factory; Women and Work: A Document on the Division of 

Labour in Industry (1973-5) [Women and Work], produced by the artists Margaret 

Harrison, Kay Hunt, and Mary Kelly. This artwork was first exhibited at South London 

Art Gallery [SLG] in May 1975. [Illustration 7. Photograph of Women & Work: A 

Document on the Division of Labour in Industry installed at South London Art Gallery, 

1975] The artists stated that their work concerned “the present status of women, 1970-

1975, with special reference to the implementation of Equal Pay”.45 The investigation 

of Women and Work throughout this chapter focuses upon the production, display, and 

legacy of the artwork. In looking from these perspectives, this study asks questions 

that have not been addressed within art historical studies, and instead utilises an 

interdisciplinary approach to write a cultural history of working-class women at work. 

It utilises the artwork as a lens through which fresh perspectives on these experiences 

can be seen.  

 

 
45 Kay Hunt, Mary Kelly, Margaret Harrison, Women & Work: A Document on the Division 

of Labour in Industry, London (1975), exhibition catalogue, P3 
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Women and Work was a detailed study of more than 150 women who worked at the 

Metal Box Co. factory, Bermondsey, located in the South London Borough of 

Southwark. The study took place between 1973 and 1975. The findings of Harrison, 

Hunt and Kelly were originally presented within two sections, one that explored the 

distribution of male and female labour within the factory, and another that concerned 

the job definitions, hours, wages, and working conditions of hourly paid women 

employees. The exhibition consisted of photographic records of the work process, 

tables of statistics, and photocopied factory documents. These were presented 

alongside a ‘reference system’ of films that showed the jobs performed by those 

working in the factory, audio recordings of interviews with Metal Box Co. employees, 

and display books of research that provided additional information on the subjects 

introduced within the exhibition.46   

 

The research presented within this chapter utilises previously unexamined material; 

letters from the South London Gallery Archive, and an oral testimony that I conducted 

with Margaret Harrison in June 2018. 47 Additional archive material from the London 

Metropolitan Archive, Tate Archive, the Women’s Art Library, and the V&A Archive 

of Art and Design is consulted. This thesis views Women and Work through the lens 

of cultural history for the first time, and in doing so contributes to the history of women 

and work within the shifting landscape of 1970s Britain.  

 

Throughout the early 1970s, feminist writings on the implementation of Equal Pay 

critiqued existing (male dominated) studies of the labour market. From this, feminist 

 
46 ibid. 
47 Victoria Horne, ‘Institutional Dissonance’, Radical Philosophy 186 (July/ August 2014) 
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theories were developed to include women in the analysis of labour. Theoretical 

approaches began to address the impact of the class system and patriarchy on women 

and men. Feminist theorists used and adapted the concepts of Marxism and radical 

economics. This chapter identifies how this feminist theoretical approach to the 

implementation of Equal Pay was reflected within the collective practice of Harrison, 

Hunt and Kelly, as they engaged with ideas of the class system and patriarchy in the 

creation of Women and Work. Harrison herself has addressed how patriarchy 

prevented the implementation of Equal Pay within the Metal Box Co. factory; “instead 

of giving Equal Pay to the women across the factory, what they did is they downgraded 

the women’s jobs, and the men’s rose to the top”.48  This is demonstrative of a 

relationship between feminist thought and socially engaged art practice.  

 

This chapter presents a social and cultural history of 1970s Britain which argues that 

a hidden history of working-class women at work can be unlocked by utilising 

artworks as historical source material. Women and Work has previously been 

addressed by art historians; its significance demonstrated by the inclusion of Rosalind 

Delmar’s review of the SLG exhibition, originally published in Spare Rib, in the 

seminal art historical text Framing Feminism (1987).49  

 

As a study of the division of labour, Women and Work also aligns itself with the 

concerns of labour history. The labour history of 1970s Britain focused on male 

dominated heavy industries, such as coal mining and dock work.50 The work provides 

 
48 Margaret Harrison, interviewed by Rosemary Stubbs (20th June 2018) 
49 Rozsika Parker and Griselda Pollock, Framing feminism: art and the women's movement 

1970-85, London (1987) 
50 Jim Phillips, ‘Industrial Relations, Historical Contingencies and Political Economy: 

Britain in the 1960s and 1970s’, Labour History Review 72:3 (December 2007). P221  
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documentation of an industry underrepresented within British labour history, that of 

unskilled and semiskilled work undertaken by both male and female workers. 

Women’s labour history has flourished since the late 1960s, strengthening the 

understanding of class formation. This encouraged the exploration of other social 

categories alongside class; including race and gender and allowed for an intersectional 

approach to emerge within the field of labour history.51 Feminist approaches to 

women’s employment throughout the 1970s have been addressed by Veronica 

Beechey, who argued that the re-emergence of feminism in the 1960s encouraged the 

proliferation of writing about women’s work. Although the concept of work had 

shifted throughout the 1970s to address the unpaid labour performed by women, most 

analysis continued to be concerned only with paid work. Even then, “concepts were 

often constituted and theories elaborated with insufficient regard for concrete 

evidence”.52 The work of Harrison, Hunt and Kelly provides this ‘concrete evidence’ 

that was missing from contemporary feminist analysis, and therefore its use as 

historical source material within this chapter provides fresh insight into the study of 

women’s labour history. 

 

Women and Work was examined by Victoria Horne when it was displayed at Tate 

Britain from 2013-14. Horne argued that “Presented as ‘art’, framed and hung on the 

gallery wall, these documents risk slipping into a remote irrelevancy”.53 The way in 

which Women and Work is utilised within this thesis sits outside of this art historical 

consideration, and instead advocates for artworks to be used as a historical tool. 

 
51 Joan Sangster, ‘Gendering Labour History Across Borders’, Labour History Review 75:2 

(August, 2010), P145 
52 Veronica Beechey, Unequal Work (London, 1987), P174 
53 Horne, ‘Institutional Dissonance’, P67 
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Although Women and Work was created half a century ago, its subject is not yet remote 

or irrelevant. The gender pay gap was reported at 13.4% in 2014/15, the year in which 

Horne’s article was published in Radical Philosophy.54 By exploring the continued 

legacy of Women and Work, the following chapters acknowledge the risk identified 

by Horne, but instead of considering the risk of ‘remote irrelevancy’, these chapters 

examine how gallery spaces are revisiting Women and Work as a means of exploring 

contemporary issues.  

 

This chapter begins with an exploration of the historical context of Women and Work, 

looking at the implementation of the Equal Pay Act in 1975. It addresses contemporary 

feminist analysis of women’s labour, and positions Women and Work as an exercise 

in sociological research. The next chapter focuses upon context, content, critique, 

class, and the continuation of Women and Work. It concludes by considering how this 

study of Women and Work can be utilised as a blueprint for further analysis of 

collective art practice in studying the cultural history of women’s labour in 1970s 

Britain. This establishes the context for the following chapters, which address how 

unionisation and domestic responsibility can be viewed through the lens of collective 

art practice.  

 

Equal Pay for Equal Work 

 

 
54 ‘Government Equalities Office The gender pay gap in the UK: evidence from the UKHLS 

Research report 

[https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_da

ta/file/706030/Gender_pay_gap_in_the_UK_evidence_from_the_UKHLS.pdf], accessed 

25th January 2022, P20. 
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Several strikes for equal pay took place in the late 1960s, prompting Barbara Castle, 

the Labour government’s Employment Secretary, to introduce the Equal Pay Act 

before the party lost power in 1970. There were, however, other factors at play in 

encouraging the introduction of equality legislation. Britain was about to enter the 

European Economic Community and therefore required to adhere to its regulations. 

Article 119 of the Treaty of Rome stated that each member state shall “ensure and 

subsequently maintain the application of the principle that men and women should 

receive equal pay for equal work”.55 The Equal Pay Act and Sex Discrimination Act 

came into force in Britain at the end of 1975. This legislation intended to remove 

discrimination against women in pay and employment. The Equal Pay Act required 

for employers to give equal treatment for pay and terms and conditions of employment 

to men and women employed on like work or work of equal value. The Sex 

Discrimination Act 1975 was designed to “render unlawful certain kinds of sex 

discrimination and discrimination on the ground of marriage and establish a 

Commission with the function of working towards the elimination of such 

discrimination and promoting equality of opportunity between men and women 

generally”.56 Yet, at the workplace level, these legislative changes had little impact.  

 

Although most women received some increase in pay as result of the changes, many 

remained underpaid in relation to the men they worked with and in relation to their 

level of skill and effort. In their analysis of this legislative change, Coote and Campbell 

asserted that: 

 
55 ‘‘THE TREATY OF ROME’, European Commission’ 

[https://ec.europa.eu/romania/sites/romania/files/tratatul_de_la_roma.pdf], accessed 4th 

December 2018. 
56 ‘Sex Discrimination Act 1975’ [https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1975/65], accessed 

4th December 2018. 
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An innocent outsider, reading reports from the press between 1975 and 1985, 

might be forgiven for thinking women had achieved their early objectives [...] 

Newspapers regularly celebrated female pioneers […] all living, breathing 

proof that women were winning equality at work. But the pioneers could be 

numbered in their hundreds. For the remaining 10.9 million women in paid 

employment, the story has been quite different. Far from making progress 

towards equality, they found it slipping away from them.57 

 

Harrison, Hunt and Kelly explore this disparity between the intention of the equality 

legislation and its implementation by employers. They utilise Metal Box Co. as an 

example of how employers found loopholes within the legislation, therefore 

continuing to pay their female employees at a rate below men who performed ‘like 

work’ across the factory. 

 

The Artists Union 

 

Harrison, Hunt and Kelly produced Women and Work as members of the Women’s 

Workshop of the Artists Union. The AU was formally constituted in May 1972 and 

campaigned for better conditions for those working in the fine arts. The union sought 

affiliation to the Trades Union Congress [TUC] and believed that doing so would 

“identif[y] [their] aims ultimately with those of the organised working class […] 

questioning the very nature of art and the role of artists in a class society”. [ Illustration 

1. Artists Union National Membership Campaign]58 But this solidarity with the 

working-class struggle does not mean that the AU’s membership was exclusively 

working-class. Harrison has addressed her class background, and stated that as “a good 

 
57 Anna Coote and Beatrix Campbell, Sweet Freedom second edition, Oxford (1987), P53 
58 Artists Union National Membership Campaign Material relating to works by Conrad 

Atkinson, Tate Archive (TGA 201020/8/3) 
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middle-class girl, I went to art college”.59 This is not to discount the presence of 

working-class members within the organisation, but the issue of class did prove to be 

contentious:  

A few people joined, I think they were calling themselves The Socialist Labour 

League [League of Socialist Artists], and you couldn’t actually move for them 

questioning everything, and, you know, they were questioning [...] working-

class issues, and guys like Conrad [Atkinson] and a couple of other people 

said we know what working-class issues are.60  

 

The League of Socialist Artists aimed to “create a ‘Marxist-Leninist proletarian art’ 

that would serve the working class in their struggle for socialism”. All three members 

of the organisation belonged to the Marxist-Leninist Organisation of Britain; Maureen 

Scott, Bernard Charnley, and Mike Baker. The group extended “more energy attacking 

potential allies than their political opponents”.61 The presence of the League of 

Socialist Artists within the AU has previously been recorded within art historical 

literature:  

Representatives from the League of Socialist Artists [...] characterised the 

artists as ‘petty-bourgeois individuals haunted by the fear of 

proletarianization’ – argued against the ‘ultra-left, pseudo-revolutionary, 

Trotskyists’ on the grounds that artists had first to learn the basics of class 

struggle [...] the AU had almost no wage-earning, employed art-workers 

among its membership and, in their view, this fundamental absence made a 

trade union in the traditional sense a virtual impossibility.62  

 

It was not the sole intention of the AU to function as a trade union in the traditional 

sense, but rather to create a dialogue with established unions to achieve their objective 

of questioning the role of art and the artist within a class society;  

We did have some successes in that various trade unions courted us. Transport 

and General, the General Municipal, and I can’t remember them, but there 

was about five of them, said why don’t you come in with us? So, we asked them 
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for their cultural policy, and actually, they all had something which was quite 

good. And I mean, it was much better than something like the Arts Council, it 

was quite progressive. And so, we got a bit cocky then. We said, oh, we’ll do it 

ourselves then. Really, we should have done that, we should have gone within 

the trade union movement itself, we’d have had more power.63 

 

Record of this correspondence with trade unions can be found within a letter written 

by Harrison to Harry Smith, of the Amalgamated Union of Engineering Workers;  

I am writing to you on behalf of the Artists Union, to express our thanks for all 

your help and attention over the last few months [...] We would also like to 

thank you for the publications you gave to us on our visits to your office [...] 

We will be pleased to accept your invitation to submit articles to your magazine 

on The Artists Role in Society.64 

  

This evidence of a symbiotic relationship between the AU and member unions of the 

TUC suggests that the union fulfilled this intention of questioning the artist’s role in 

society. Similarly, AU member Conrad Atkinson corresponded and attended meetings 

with Hugh Jenkins, Minister for the Arts. This provides further evidence of the role 

that the union played in questioning the role of art and the artists within a class 

society.65  

 

The main activity of the AU took place within its workshops, with research and 

discussions recorded in the reports of their monthly branch meetings. These reports 

recorded a concern with “establishing closer links with the ‘non-art’ community”.66 

The report from the Women’s Workshop meeting of 19th March 1973 discussed how 

affinity groups were to be established based on the interests of its members, resulting 
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in a series of group exhibitions by women artists. [Illustration 2. Artists Union 

Women’s Workshop, March 19th, 1973] One of these groups was ‘Women Workers’, 

bringing together Harrison, Hunt, and Kelly. This group was to be concerned with the 

sheet metal factories of the London Borough of Southwark.  

 

The Women Workers group was to “seek links with relevant trade unions and anti-

discrimination campaigns”.67 A report from their meeting on 21st January 1973 notes 

how a discussion about male-dominated unions took place, resulting in the putting 

forward of a motion to establish parity between men and women at the next branch 

meeting of the AU.68 The Women’s Workshop sought to establish links with other 

women trade unionists, to be achieved in accordance with the AU’s ‘Policy within the 

Trade Union Workshop’.69  

 

This interest in unionisation continued within Women and Work. The exhibition 

featured an audio recording of Ethel Chipchase, Women’s Officer of the TUC, 

addressing the TUC Women’s Conference in 1974. As this recording is taken from a 

conference address, rather than an interview with the artists, it is unclear whether 

Chipchase was aware of her inclusion in the exhibition. This raises the question of 

whether she was a participant in the project, or an object for display. Cooperation with 

unionised women did take place in the form of an open meeting organised by Harrison, 

Hunt and Kelly, who invited speakers to the SLG on the afternoon of Saturday 24th 

May 1975, in conjunction with the exhibition of Women and Work. This meeting 
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concerned Equal Pay and protective legislation, and archive material demonstrates that 

these speakers included Judith Hunt, the Women’s Officer of the trade union TASS 

(Technical, Administrative and Supervisory Section), Rosalind Delmar from the 

advocacy group NCCL (National Council for Civil Liberties), leader of the Night 

Cleaners’ Action Group, May Hobbs, and the South London Metal Box Factory’s 

women’s shop steward, Mrs. Jean Alexander.70 Details of this meeting were found 

amongst archive material held by SLG, in the form of a typewritten event listing. 

However, no record is kept of what happened at the meeting itself. One of the speakers 

at the meeting, Rosalind Delmar, wrote the review of Women and Work that appeared 

within Spare Rib, but the review does not refer to this meeting. Therefore, we do not 

know what was discussed at the meeting, who attended, or how the exhibition of 

Women and Work was received by event attendees. Similarly, there is no record of 

how the women of the factory perceived the exhibition. However, there is record of 

the letters received by SLG in response to Women and Work written by gallery visitors, 

and these are addressed within the next chapter. 

 

Strike (1972) 

 

The activity of the AU’s Women’s Workshop was informed by the industrial action 

of working-class women: 

[T]he Women’s Workshop has already been in contact with three situations in 

the Trade Union Movement which have special lessons and relevance for 

women, the strike at Brannan’s, the Fakenham Occupation by women and the 

women Night Cleaners’ Campaign for unionisation.71  

 
70 Women and Work – South London Art Gallery, Meeting: Equal Pay and Protective 
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The strike at Brannan’s thermometer factory, at Cleator Moor, Cumbria, began in June 

1971. Management promoted seven men to staff status, raising their wages by £5 per 

week. The Amalgamated Union of Engineering Workers backed strikers in claiming 

that there was no prior consultation about the promotions, and that there was no 

increase in the men’s responsibilities. Muriel Hillon, chief shop steward and convenor 

of the factory, called for “a graded staff system so that those in the bottom grade could 

work themselves up to the top, to give women in particular a chance”.72 Women at 

Brannan’s were paid only seventy percent of the skilled man’s rate, even if they 

performed a skilled job. Many of the women did jobs that required several months’ 

training, but these jobs were not graded as skilled. A report published in The Guardian 

argued that “in effect the strike [was] for negotiations on equal opportunity for both 

men and women – one of the first such strikes in Britain”.73  

 

The strike at Brannan’s was the subject of Conrad Atkinson’s exhibition Strike, held 

at the Institute of Contemporary Arts [ICA] in 1972. The ICA described the exhibition 

as one “which explores and documents the social structure of a strike still going on at 

a small provincial factory. Tape-recordings, photographs, film and video build up a 

picture of the people involved, the place they live in and the ways in which the life of 

a whole community is disrupted”.74 This community was one that Atkinson was well 

acquainted with, as he was born in Cleator Moor, Cumbria, in 1940. In discussing 

Strike, Harrison stated that Atkinson: 
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[H]ad been asked to do a show at the ICA, and he said well I don’t do paintings 

anymore, what I’m really interested in is this women’s strike, in my hometown, 

Cleator Moor. Now if you’re on strike in a place like Cleator Moor, it’s bleak, 

it’s windy, it’s wet and it’s cold. And they had been doing it for over a year, on 

this awful street corner. A lot of people were supporting them, the strikers, but 

nobody had actually done any filming or any sort of reporting in the press or 

anything, except to condemn them.75 

 

The exhibition at the ICA consisted of “photographs, continuously running videotape 

interviews, films of the pickets’ line and much documentation, from a guide book of 

Cumberland in the last century to news cuttings and Photostat copies of letters that 

have passed between the union, the management and individual strikers”.76 A review 

of Strike described Atkinson as “one of the English pioneers of a style which takes the 

idea of an “art exhibition” beyond the display of painted or made objects into 

something more documentary or social”.77 This elevation of the idea of an art 

exhibition is demonstrated within the way that the exhibition became a site for 

meetings between the workers’ union representatives and local government leaders.78  

 

There is no record of how the women of Brannan’s Cleator Moor factory reacted to 

the exhibition, or indeed whether they visited the gallery. However, the impact of 

Strike can be seen within the reaction to the exhibition from those who visited it from 

another Brannan’s factory. Margaret Harrison stated that:  

[The striking women workers of the Cleator Moor factory] had been told by 

the management in Brannan’s that if they didn’t stop this strike, they were 

going to transfer all the work to a factory in the south. Well, what happened 

was the workers from the factory in the south came to see the exhibition. And 

they said there’s no way we’re going to take this work away from these people 

in the north. So, that factory’s still there. And, you know, people joined into 

the protest, and I think that they got the right rates. And it wasn’t just about 
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the right rates, it was about the conditions [...] So, after that, there were more 

check-ups after that on the working conditions.79 

  

This involvement of Harrison in the production of Strike was an obvious 

influence upon the creation of Women and Work. The idea of an artwork as 

‘something more documentary or social’ is one that extended to Women and 

Work. This influence of Atkinson’s practice went beyond the conceptual, and 

could be seen within its composition (photography, video, and documentation), 

and its subject matter (women and work).  

 

Opportunities for Women Artists 

 

Harrison has discussed her involvement in Strike, describing how: 

[Atkinson] did a whole lot of documentation and presented it as art on the 

walls. And it caused quite a lot of controversy. And it was then that Kay Hunt, 

Mary Kelly, and I said that we should work together on something. Kay’s 

family worked in the metal box industry, and that was what we sort of arrived 

on doing […] they [the Greater London Arts Association Thames Television 

Fund] gave us this grant, which was a miracle actually. But the thing about 

Conrad’s show was that Women and Work would not have happened if that 

hadn’t of happened. It gave us permission. We were able to do things which 

otherwise wouldn’t have been approved of.80 
 

Women and Work was displayed at SLG from 9th - 29th May 1975. Harrison has stated 

how it was “not really regarded as sort of a high-end art gallery […] it was just sort of 

seen as tagged on to the library”. Therefore, the work of three female artists, Harrison, 

Hunt and Kelly, was presented at a less prestigious venue than where male artist 
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Conrad Atkinson presented Strike three years earlier. 81 Prior to its display at SLG, 

Harrison, Hunt and Kelly proposed that Women and Work was to be held at the 

reputable Whitechapel Art Gallery. An undated letter, addressed to the gallery’s 

director, Jasia Reichardt, outlined that they “would like to present this show in, or 

around, January 1975 so that it could be used during this crucial year for the 

implementation of the Equal Pay Act. Also, [they felt] that the Whitechapel’s location 

and past history of community involvement would be vital to the realisation of this 

aim”.82 The lack of opportunity for female artists practising in 1970s Britain is evident 

here, alongside the idea that ‘permission’ that was granted to Harrison, Hunt and Kelly 

by Atkinson’s conceptual approach within Strike. Also adopted within Women and 

Work, this was an emerging form. Writing retrospectively about the Hayward 

Gallery’s 1972 exhibition The New Art, Harrison discussed how: 

to some [artists] conceptualisation ended with the show […] conceptual art 

was a mirror image of the art world it criticised. In other words, it was still in 

the cul-de-sac of art about art. What myself and many artists of that period 

were making was art […] about the issues we had become involved in […] the 

focus on subject matter led me (and others) into finding different forms and 

aesthetics […] throwing up different ways of looking rather than fitting into a 

style of art production.83 
 

But this interplay between new forms of art production and conventional practice does 

not overshadow the issue of gender. The fact that Atkinson, a male artist, was asked 

in the early 1970s to display his paintings at the ICA, but instead presented something 

more conceptual and experimental, can be juxtaposed with the lack of opportunity for 

female artists practising in Britain throughout the same decade. The AU recognised 

that female artists did not receive the same opportunities as their male contemporaries, 
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one of their aims was “to take action to end sexual and/or racial discrimination in the 

arts”.84 

 

In 1975, The Hayward Gallery exhibition The Condition of Sculpture was met with 

protest on account of the overrepresentation of male artists, featuring the work of 

thirty-six men and only four women. Liliane Lijn proposed a historical exhibition of 

the work of female artists to Tate, which was passed on to Arts Council Great Britain 

[ACGB]. This proposal was not accepted, but Lijn became one of five female artists 

to make up the committee for the second Hayward Annual exhibition in 1978. The 

exhibition featured the work of twenty-three artists, sixteen of which were women.85 

However, this gesture proved to be futile, as female artists continued to face the same 

discrimination throughout the decade, and indeed into the next. 

 

A letter addressed to David Sylvester, Chairman of the Visual Arts Panel, ACGB, 

reveals that “in spite of the recent achievements of women artists, no women received 

[grant] awards for the financial year April 1980 – March 1981. Moreover, the shortlist 

did not include a single woman, although nearly a quarter of the applicants were 

women”.86 This letter was written by an Ad Hoc Committee that was formed with the 

intention of protesting this imbalanced selection procedure. Not only were there no 

women artists receiving grant awards from ACGB, but there were no women on the 
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selection panel. On the committee who wrote to Sylvester were Margaret Harrison, 

Susan Hiller, Alexis Hunter, Mary Kelly, Claire Smith, and Shelagh Wakely, three of 

whom were members of the AU.87 This letter was published in the November 1980 

edition of Art Monthly, and was signed by several other artists, including the AU’s 

Conrad Atkinson.  

 

Funding Women and Work 

 

Funding for Women and Work came from the Greater London Arts Association 

[GLAA]’s Thames Television Fund. When this fund was announced in the Greater 

London Arts newsletter, there were several guidelines laid down for prospective 

projects, one of which was “that support should be given to new or experimental 

projects which the Association might not otherwise be able to finance”.88 This 

requirement of the fund is further evidence that the creation of Women and Work took 

the form of new, experimental artistic activity.  

 

Harrison’s surprise at receiving funding for the project illustrates the lack of 

opportunity awarded to women working within these newer forms of art production; 

“So, Women and Work got done eventually. It took two years, we got a grant, from, I 

think it was the London something or other [GLAA], and it was an arts organisation, 

 
87 Although the Artists Union was active until 1983, material relating to the union is only 

archived until January 1974. From what material is available in Tate Archive’s Material 
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and they gave us this grant, which was a miracle actually”.89 The grant that they 

received was the 1973 Artists’ Fellowship from the GLAA Thames Television Fund. 

The GLAA was a regional arts association of ACGB. The ACGB was founded in 

1946, and following the Labour election victory of 1964, Jennie Lee was appointed as 

the first ever Minister for the Arts.90 Lee introduced the first UK White Paper for the 

arts, A Policy for the Arts, in 1965, which stated: 

The relationship between artist and State in a modern democratic community 

is not easily defined. No one would wish State patronage to dictate taste or in 

any way restrict the liberty of even the most unorthodox and experimental of 

artists. But if a high level of artistic achievement is to be sustained and the best 

in the arts made widely available, more generous and discriminating help is 

urgently needed, locally, regionally, and nationally.91 

 

The paper outlined the stages by which their proposals would come to fruition, the 

first of which established that “today’s artists need more financial help, particularly in 

the early years before they have become established”. The second stage outlines the 

rationale for the creation of the GLAA, which was registered as a charity in September 

1966.92 Here it is stated that “the government hopes to see a great increase in local and 

regional activity, while maintaining the development of the national institutions. They 

are convinced that the interests of the whole county will be best served in this way”.93 

The funding of Women and Work by the GLAA fulfils the twin ACGB objectives of 

providing financial help to artists and ensuring regional activity.  
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The GLAA’s Annual Report 1974-1975, within which Women and Work is upheld as 

an example of their commitment to funding the visual arts, explained its rationale for 

supporting the project: 

To match these complexities [of the making and appreciation of art in an urban 

setting] support for the visual arts must be representative of the communities 

involved […] For the public it is hoped that there will be a galaxy of occasions 

close to home where art and artist can be more immediately approached and 

enjoyed. In 1975 many activities have reflected these aims. […] Among them, 

exhibitions of photography have provided one area of Greater London after 

another with a mirror of itself. […] With ‘Women and Work’, the exhibition 

held at the South London Art Gallery, Peckham, 1973 Thames T.V. Fellows 

Margaret Harrison, Kay Hunt and Mary Kelly have kept a photographic diary 

of another aspect of community life. Captioned by taped interviews, films and 

statistics, their photographs reveal a variety of socially contained attitudes 

towards women’s work abilities.94  

 

In their December 1972 newsletter, the GLAA announced that they had been presented 

with £10,000 by Thames Television to “promote and encourage artistic activities in 

the greater London area”.95 In the January 1973 newsletter it was stated that the fund 

promoted two schemes, one of which was the allocation of Artists’ Fellowships (as 

awarded to Women and Work). These fellowships were to “allow for professional 

artists living and working in London to work within a community or institution […] 

where it will benefit both the artist and the people of Greater London”.96 This 

requirement to benefit the people of Greater London was clearly an extension of the 

wider objectives of the GLAA. The fellowships were advertised through the national 

press, and 180 applications were received. Ten fellowships were awarded, as selected 
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by members of the GLAA’s professional advisory panels and a representative from 

Thames Television. Alongside the awarding of Artists’ Fellowships, the other scheme 

promoted by the fund was described in the Greater London Arts newsletter as: 

A scheme through which a series of entertainments [would] be mounted, 

mainly in pubs, in selected areas over a number of weeks. The Association 

believe[d] that this [would] not only prove a good way of bringing a new type 

of entertainment to a cross-section of the public who tend to be deterred by the 

idea of formal theatre, concerts and poetry readings, but will also offer a 

stimulating opportunity to artists of all kinds to work in a new situation.97 

 

These ‘pub shows’ were performed by the Bubble Theatre Company. The company’s 

1973 season programme outlines how “although fully professional, [they] prefer to 

keep the whole business of ‘theatre-going’ as informal and friendly as possible […] to 

attract an entirely new theatre audience. Last season 32,000 people saw [their] shows 

– many had never been to a theatre before”.98 The Pub Shows were described within 

this programme as “essentially a short variety show; entertaining, funny and involving 

audience participation in songs and laughter”.99 This practice was entirely different 

from that of Harrison, Hunt and Kelly, who rather than taking art to a new audience in 

a more familiar setting, utilised the gallery in a way which encouraged a new audience 

to engage with art within traditional arts spaces. 

 

Women and Work saw “everybody from the metal box factory [come] to the 

[exhibition] opening. And the women were rather pleased, but the management hated 

it […] They actually banned the workers from going in. But of course they did, because 
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they lived in that area, so they would go in”.100 Therefore, the “benefit of the lower-

paid members of the community”, another guideline of the Thames Television Fund, 

was evident within Women and Work in that these ‘lower-paid members of the 

community’ visited the exhibition, and on their visit to the SLG they were presented 

with a representation of the lives of working-class women, from their own community 

of the London Borough of Southwark. 101 This idea that art galleries should become 

accessible to new audiences was advocated throughout the decade by the art critic 

Richard Cork, in articles published in the Evening Standard. Cork. In an article from 

September 1973, stated that: 

There are no defensible excuses for the miserable way in which curators all 

over the country neglected the whole question of courting the massive 

percentage of the population who still, even today, never dream of visiting their 

local or national galleries. Their apathetic and often downright hostile attitude 

surely constitutes a pressing challenge to all our museums.102 

 

Therefore, Women and Work can be understood as an exhibition which courted 

Southwark’s population of working-class residents, by representing those who lived 

and worked there, and presenting these photographs, videos, and audio pieces in the 

local gallery. This can be contextualised further by noting how Women and Work was 

undertaken at a time when, for six months in 1974, the Tate Gallery introduced an 

admission charge. In his exploration of this issue in the Evening Standard in January 

1974, Richard Cork argued that: 

 To look forward and speculate about London’s strengths and weaknesses as 

an art centre […] the first priority must always be the welfare of contemporary 

artists […] a nation’s art activity fossilises without a continuously prodded 

awareness of current developments; that the divide between the man in the 
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street and modern work will grow ever more unbridgeable unless such a 

service is offered all the time.103 

 

Therefore, this representation of working-class lives within Women and Work created 

a situation where this divide could be bridged, as this ‘modern work’ reflected the 

community within which it was being presented. This was an opportunity for the 

‘[wo]man in the street’ to engage with the work of contemporary artists, as presented 

within the programme of a local gallery. However, in acknowledging that the women 

of Metal Box Co. visited the exhibition at SLG “because they lived in the area”, it is 

here relevant to return to how Women and Work was first proposed to the Whitechapel 

Art Gallery, located 3.7 miles away, on the other side of the River Thames. Here, it 

can be argued that there are some inconsistencies between the original intention of 

Women and Work and its presentation at SLG.  

 

In contrast to the upholding of Women and Work as a successful GLAA funded project, 

the second instalment of the GLAA’s Thames Television Fund, awarded in 1974, 

created some controversy. The award was received by the Eyesites project, undertaken 

in the North London Borough of Tower Hamlets. [Illustration 5. Newsletter of the 

Greater London Arts Association, January 1975] A special issue of the GLAA’s 

newsletter, “devoted to a single subject – the controversy which ha[d] arisen in the 

Borough of Tower Hamlets” was published in January 1975. 104 Here, in summarising 

the project, the front page of the newsletter stated that: 

 

Eyesites was planned as a visual event in the streets and public places of the 

Borough of Tower Hamlets and to have long-term potential. Poster hoardings 

and public sites were to be used as opportunities for ideas which could be in 

the form of paintings carried out on site, photographs, designs, poetry or 

prose. The works chosen were to be selected as far as possible from original 

ideas invited from the whole region.105 
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The controversy surrounding the project was manifested by a series of ‘protest’ 

meetings: 

At a public meeting […] attended by many artists and groups working and 

living in the Borough, a vote was taken, showing that a large majority of those 

present were absolutely opposed to the £10,000 being spent on Eyesites. The 

individuals and groups present at that meeting, and other interested people 

[were] invited to form a working arts council/ committee and it […] [was] 

their intention to put forward alternative suggestions for the expenditure of the 

fund.106 

 

The alternative for the expenditure of the fund became the Tower Hamlets Arts 

Project. This initiative has been explored as a radical form of inner-city art making in 

the story of Community Arts in Tower Hamlets.107 Sam Wetherell described 

Community Arts as a movement that took place “across the country in the late 1960s 

and ‘70s, an emergent phenomenon that has been overlooked by historians”.108 

Wetherell argued that: 

Although many of the community artists were outsiders in the neighbourhood, 

these two projects by concentrating their work within the political boundaries 

of the London Borough of Tower Hamlets made residency the sole criterion 

for participation. Instead of expressing their ‘ordinariness’ or their class 

position through art, the residents of Tower Hamlets would express a sense of 

the neighbourhood itself.109 
 

This highlights the relative success of Women and Work in comparison to other project 

funded by the GLAA Thames Television fund. It also introduces the contemporary 

practice of the Community Arts Movement, which was advocated for by residents of 

Tower Hamlets, as an alternative to the Eyesites project. 

 

 
106 ibid. 
107 Sam Wetherell, ‘Painting the Crisis: Community Arts and the Search for the ‘Ordinary’ in 

1970s and ’80s London’, History Workshop Journal 76:1 Autumn 2013, pp. 235–249 
108 ibid., P237 
109 ibid., P244 
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Community Arts Movement 

 

The Community Arts Movement has been critiqued for failing to represent working-

class communities, which it claimed to champion; it was seen as a way in which 

middle-class artists that were funded by the movement furthered their careers: 

The word ‘community’ was dishonest and elided differences of class, race, 

gender, etc.; community art was poor art for poor people; it was social work 

masquerading as art; community artists were middle-class do-gooders who 

were patronising the working class; certain community artists had political 

motives and were trying to convert people to their point of view, to use public 

monies for subversive ends.110 

 

These ‘political motives’ attracted criticism in 1977 from poet Roy Fuller, following 

his resignation as chairman of the ACGB Literature Panel. Admittedly, this was 

coupled with the complaint that Community Arts received larger subsidies than 

literature and poetry, clearly influencing Fuller’s opposition to its funding. However, 

there were several interesting points made within The Guardian article that outlined 

his argument:  

The bestowal of money for the arts inevitably attracts the idle, the dotty, the 

minimally talented, the self-promoters […] The distinctions between art, 

education and social work had been blurred, he felt, and the council was being 

taken for a ride by at best modestly talented individuals, and at worst by 

exhibitionists or those who are primarily politically motivated.111 

 

Although Fuller was not directly referencing Women and Work within his critique of 

arts funding, this underlines the context in which it was produced. There was a 

prevailing hostility towards those artists whose practice could be perceived as 

political. The article was published two years after the exhibition of Women and Work, 

 
110 Walker, Left Shift, pp. 132-133 
111 N. de Jongh, ‘Arts Council Soft touch, says poet’, The Guardian (14th September, 1977), 

P2 



   
 

 

 

56 

and is demonstrative of how, by the end of the 1970s, artists with politically motivated 

practises found it increasingly difficult to receive the funding that allowed for them to 

continue their practice. When asked about what happened after the 1970s, Harrison 

stated: 

I think we were buried; you know. Not just the women, but a lot of the men. I 

mean, we were so prominent, but Saatchi happened. And in that period, in the 

seventies, of course, nobody was making much money out of art, and the art 

galleries, the commercial galleries weren’t very prominent, especially in 

England, it was quite a small scene, and they really didn’t want to show us 

anyway. And the public art galleries became more and more dependent, I 

think, on the commercial scene […] But by that of course, as you can see, by 

that time it was different orientation, people beginning to have rows with each 

other and I think that coming to the end of that period, we had been very naive 

in supposing that everybody would want to work collectively, but in actual fact 

there were different agendas starting to emerge.112  

 

This in turn raises several questions. Those regarding collaborative practice will be 

returned to within later chapters, but what is to be addressed here is the intricacies of 

the Community Arts Movement, and how Women and Work fits into this narrative. 

Rather than providing ‘lower-paid members of the community’ with the opportunity 

to represent themselves, Women and Work could be seen as providing a platform for 

Harrison, Hunt and Kelly. In their exploration of the lives of the women of the 

Bermondsey Metal Box Co. Factory, they did not do so in the way that “art could be 

a means of therapeutic self-creation for participants”, an idea that came to dominate 

the Community Arts Movement into the late 1970s and 1980s.113 Of those who created 

Women and Work, only Hunt lived in the Borough of Southwark, 3 miles away from 

the Metal Box Co. factory, and only 0.4 miles away from SLG. This is not surprising, 

as the project that became Women and Work was undertaken because her family 

worked in the metal box industry. However, Kelly lived 2.7 miles away from the 
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factory, in the City of Westminster Borough, and Harrison lived 5.3 miles away from 

the factory in the Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea. The Community Arts 

ethos of mobilising a commonality of experience was not present when considering 

where these artists lived compared to where they produced and exhibited Women and 

Work. They did not act as in-situ ‘animateurs’ of communal experience, rather they 

can be seen as commuting to a site that was suitable to explore, and potentially exploit, 

with the intention of furthering their artistic practice. This idea of artists not belonging 

to a community that they represent within their practice is returned to in Chapter Five, 

which examines the practice of the Hackney Flashers. 

 

Although Women and Work was not a self-designated exercise in Community Arts, 

criticisms of the movement can just as easily be applied to its creative aims and 

outputs. The success of Community Arts projects was often measured by “the extent 

of community involvement and creativity, [and] process was valued more than 

product”.114 The creation of Women and Work was not a collaborative process with 

the employees of Metal Box Co., and instead the artists were acting as researchers, 

presenting their findings at the exhibition of their work at SLG; the emphasis of the 

work was placed upon documentation.  

 

Perhaps it would be more fitting to understand Women and Work and Strike as projects 

that operated in parallel to the Community Arts Movement: 

All the same, it is the case that the artists have taken up a somewhat polemical 

position against other conceptions of avant-garde art. In Women and Work 

material from one situation — the point of production – is transferred firmly 

into the gallery, in a gesture which runs directly counter to those who argue 

that the purpose of revolutionary artists is to liberate art from the galleries - a 

sort of 'out of the galleries, on to the streets' position […] It is in meeting the 
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needs of the gallery and highlighting the aspect of visual perception that they 

are transposed into instruments of artistic production.115 

 

Strike and Women and Work brought social issues into gallery spaces, whereas 

Community Arts projects brought artmaking into the local community. This 

differentiation in intention between Community Arts projects and the exhibition of the 

socially engaged practice of AU member artists therefore provides the rationale as for 

why Women and Work is the subject of this investigation into Equal Pay. The intention 

of the work was to inform the gallery visitor, and by doing so it produced tangible 

archival material that is of value to social and cultural historians. 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter has considered the context within which Women and Work was created. 

It has brought together the societal changes that were affecting working-class women 

in 1970s Britain, and the parallel emergence of socially engaged art practice. The 

practice of Harrison, Hunt and Kelly’s contemporaries; that of other AU members, 

other GLAA funded artists, and proponents of the Community Arts Movement, is 

indicative of how artists were producing work that explored the division of labour. 

This was a practice informed by the experiences of working-class women, and that 

mirrored the concerns of contemporary gender politics.  

 

In the second chapter, I continue to explore the creation of Women and Work, utilising 

the artwork itself as a means of exploring a broader range of influences and contexts. 

Themes addressed include the representation of intersectional concerns, employer 
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attitudes, the perceived relationship between gender and skill; broader cultural 

influences upon the production of the artwork, including Brechtian aesthetics; and the 

enduring legacy of the artwork. Taken together, these two chapters show how a 

broader reading of these artworks afford the cultural historian an opportunity to reveal 

and analyse a rich, yet hidden, heritage of women’s work in 1970s Britain. 
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Chapter Two Equal Pay Part Two: Women and 

Work: A Document on the Division of Labour in 

Industry 1973-75 

Introduction 

In this second chapter dedicated to the theme of equal pay, the production of Women 

and Work is considered alongside a broader range of contexts. The representation of 

women is considered from several intersections, and investigation of aesthetic 

influences further contextualises the production of Women and Work. The chapter 

ends with a consideration of the legacy of the artwork and its enduring relevance. The 

chapter will show how these themes interplay, allowing for the story of women and 

work in 1970s Britain to be retold, along with adding depth to existing historiography 

on the implementation of Equal Pay legislation. 

 

In addressing the content of Women and Work here, this section examines how 

intersectionality is reflected within its video, photographs, and documentation. 

Intersections at play amongst the Metal Box Co. workforce are visible within the work, 

but this was not addressed directly. Nevertheless, this representation of an 

intersectional female workforce within Women and Work is significant. Its 

representation of Black working-class women workers within a gallery setting was 

unprecedented. It allowed for the diversity of working-class women workers, and 

indeed communities, to be represented to new audiences. 

 



   
 

 

 

61 

What was shown within Women and Work “was a graphic statement of the conditions, 

wages and working lives of 200 women employees at a metal box factory in 

Southwark [...] presented in the form of photographs, film, photocopy research and 

narrative”.116 Harrison, Hunt and Kelly detailed this practice by writing that:  

Our general area of inquiry has been women’s role in the developing industrial 

work process. We specified our location as the Bermondsey area of Southwark 

because it has been a centre of workshop industries, employing large numbers 

of women, for over a century. We cited the tin box factories for precise 

documentation because women’s work included rolling, spot welding and 

soldering which gave them an almost mythical reputation for physical fitness 

in the past. Even now, although these processes have been mechanised, 

women’s work is still broadly similar to men’s, and this brings an issue like 

Equal Pay into sharp relief.117 

 

Women and Work was classified in three categories: Documentation I, 

Documentation II, and Documentation III. Of course, the analysis presented here of 

the documentation that created the content of Women and Work is my own 

interpretation of the exhibition. This is informed by a visit to a display of Women 

and Work at Tate Modern in July 2017, followed by access to audio and video from 

the piece at Tate Store in August 2018, and further consultation with documentation 

from the piece at Tate Archive in April 2019.118  

 

 
116 Greater London Arts Association Newsletter May 1975, Records of the Greater London 

Arts Association, London Metropolitan Archive (B10/163) 
117 Introduction to Project Work, featured in Margaret Harrison, Kay Hunt, Mary Kelly, 

Women and Work: A Document on the Division of Labour in Industry (1975) 
118 Not all elements of Women and Work have been preserved, and therefore are not included 

within the work acquired by Tate, and displayed in 2017. This is apparent when images of 

the original installation of the exhibition at South London Art Gallery are consulted.  

‘File 4 - Women & Work: A Document on the Division of Labour in Industry’ 

[https://slgarchive.org/index.php/women-work-a-document-on-the-division-of-labour-in-

industry], accessed 28th January 2022. 

https://slgarchive.org/index.php/women-work-a-document-on-the-division-of-labour-in-industry
https://slgarchive.org/index.php/women-work-a-document-on-the-division-of-labour-in-industry
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Documentation I 

 

The first element of Women and Work, Documentation I, is described as “films, slides 

and photographs”.119 These photographs included black and white portraits of 126 

women from the factory’s workforce. Women were photographed at work; some of 

them smiling for the camera, but most of the women of the factory either paid no 

attention to its presence, instead diverting their attention downwards at their work, or 

show expressions of apprehension or indifference.  

 

The workforce of the Metal Box Co. factory were women (and men) of different 

ethnicities. This is attested to within documentation relating to the double day shift of 

Catherine Kalathumy, a Hand Neck Placer at Metal Box Co. Here it stated that 

Catherine had “1 son 1 daughter, ages 10, 7, living with grandmother in Kenya”.120 

No more is written about the ethnicity of the Metal Box Co. employees, but the 

photographs and video that featured within the exhibition presents a visual record 

where women of different ethnicities work alongside each other on the production line. 

These were women of different age groups too. Hunt was quoted in an article by Janet 

Watts, in The Guardian, stating that “the majority [were aged] between 40 and 60”.121 

Display boards featured within the exhibition provided a further breakdown of age 

groups of the 183 women working at Metal Box Co from July 1975 to March 1975. 

Here it is stated that 7% were in the age category 20-30, 19.9% aged 31-40, 26.3% 

aged 41-50, 36.3% aged 51-60, and 10.5% aged 61-71.122 The fact that most female 

 
119 Hunt, Kelly, Harrison, Women and Work, P2 
120 ibid., P11 
121 J. Watts, ‘Pandora’s Tin Box’, The Guardian (19th May, 1975), P9 
122 Percentage Of All Hourly Paid Females In Various Age Groups, 1974 – 75, 

Uncatalogued material relating to Women and Work, Tate Archive (TGA 20025/5) 
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employees were aged between 40 and 60 was typical of the employment patterns of 

most women in the post-war British economy. In their 1974-7 analysis of Sex 

Discrimination in Britain, Chiplin and Sloane stated that: 

It is an incontrovertible fact that most women get married and many women, 

whether married or not, raise children […] the woman tends to do the bulk of 

the work associated with the care of children. If this pattern is to change it 

requires a fundamental review of attitudes well beyond the scope of any equal-

opportunities legislation […] Correspondingly, many women take time away 

from market work, often for several years, to look after children, and then 

return at a later date.123 

 

As demonstrated by this investigation into the ages of female employees of the factory, 

Women and Work identifies some other intersections of the female Metal Box Co. 

workforce. However, the subcategorization of ethnicity was not one that was explored 

further within the work. This can be seen as typical of labour research conducted at 

this time. As highlighted by Paul Gilroy in There Ain’t No Black in the Union Jack, 

this would not be at the centre of these discussions until later in the decade: 

The junction between ‘race’, gender and organised class politics [was to be] 

encountered as an urgent problem. The immediate issues raised by the 

presence of women, Blacks and other subordinate groups in the political 

institutions of the working class carry with them profound theoretical 

questions which reach into the heart of Marxian explanation. What is the 

working class today? What gender is it?124 

 

Within his appraisal of Marxist, feminist and socialist feminist writings, Gilroy called 

for the reconstruction of class theory. He acknowledged that this had been proposed 

within some socialist feminist writing and goes further still in asserting that “if class 

analysis is to retain a place in explaining contemporary politics in general and the 

relationships between Black and white workers, citizens, neighbours and friends in 

 
123 Brian Chiplin and Peter J. Sloane, Tackling Discrimination at the Workplace: An Analysis 

of Sex Discrimination in Britain Cambridge (1982), pp. 122 -123 
124 Paul Gilroy, There Ain’t No Black in the Union Jack Abingdon (2002), pp. 6-7 
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particular, it must be ruthlessly modernised”.125 There Ain’t No Black in the Union 

Jack was originally published in 1982, seven years after Women and Work was first 

exhibited. This call for the modernisation of class analysis, and for this to address the 

relationships between black and white workers, had therefore not been granted the 

same attention at the time when Women and Work was produced. 

 

As research by Kirsten Forkert has acknowledged, the AU, although committed to 

promoting equality, were “not seriously engaged in any campaigns directly around 

racism in any concrete way because—due to the art education system—very few Black 

artists emerged who asserted their identities as such in a politicised sense, until the 

1980s”.126 This lack of opportunity for Black artists within the art education system 

was highlighted by cultural theorist Stuart Hall.127 Hall outlined three waves of Black 

Diaspora artists in Britain, and, in exploring the disintegration of the first wave, he 

stated that “some found the doors of recognition barred and became progressively 

disenchanted”.128 The second wave of Black Diaspora artists did not emerge until the 

mid-1970s and early 1980s: “In the place of anti-colonialism, race had become the 

determining category. This change of conjuncture reshaped the experience, the 

political outlook and the visual imagination of the first Black generation to be born in 

the diaspora”.129 Although the politically active artist collectives of 1970s Britain may 

 
125 ibid., pp. 7-8 
126 Kirsten Forkert, ‘Artists and the Labour Movement’ in Laurel Foster and Sue Harper 

(eds.), British Culture and Society in the 1970s: The Lost Decade Cambridge (2010), P57 
127 “Yet when he wrote or spoke about ‘black art’ or ‘black artists’, he used the term black in 

the same “broad and inclusive way” as the politically active artists in the 1970s or 1980s had 

done, referring “to all those communities, of whatever ethnic or ‘racial’ origin, who were 

regarded as ‘other’ – different – and thus racially excluded (Hall, 2001a: 35)” – Ingrid Von 

Rosenberg, ‘Stuart Hall and Black British Art’, Coils of the Serpent 3 (2018), P62 
128 Stuart Hall, ‘Black Diaspora Artists in Britain: Three ‘Moments’ in Post-War History’, 

History Workshop Journal 61 (Spring, 2006), P16  
129 ibid., P17 
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not have seriously been engaged in representations of race, or the intersection between 

race, gender, and class, Hall identified the relationship between feminist practice and 

the emergence of the second wave of Black Diaspora artists: 

There was the rise of gender and sexual politics, loosened from the grip of 

economic determinism by the same process that made ‘race’ more visible. 

Feminine, personal, familial and domestic themes, hitherto excluded from the 

political field, were exposed to view. Black women did not slot easily into a 

feminism led largely by white women.130               

 

The importance of representing Black women is addressed within Marsha Rowe’s 

appraisal of the WLM. Rowe advocated for an autonomous Black British Women’s 

Movement, stating that Black women were “ignored by male-dominated Black 

groups; by white-dominated women’s groups; and by middle-class-dominated left 

groups”.131 Therefore, the underrepresentation of Black women within Women and 

Work is not surprising, as it was created at a time when the contemporary WLM was 

criticised for being white dominated.  

 

A lack of statistical evidence within Women and Work means that the ethnicity of the 

Metal Box Co. workforce cannot be compared to broader statistical data found within 

contemporary reports on the employment of women. However, the ethnic diversity of 

the workforce is visible within film and photographs presented within the artwork. 

These images have been conserved in the acquisition of Women and Work by Tate, 

and this allows for a reinterpretation of the artwork that considers how ethnicity was 

represented within it. Despite these apparent differences amongst the women of the 

factory, there was a cohesion between them in that they were all employees of Metal 

Box Co.. They all faced the same discrimination when their work was re-graded by 
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their employer, as they utilised the loopholes within the legislation that allowed for 

them to continue paying lower wages to female employees. This commonality is 

emphasised within another series of photographs that form part of Women and Work. 

Twenty-five black and white prints, accompanied by text that details the job role and 

its grade, show the tasks carried out by the women of the factory. These photographs 

focus only on the hands of the women. This reflects the assertion made by the socialist 

feminist researcher Irene Bruegel, some four years later in Feminist Review. Here, 

Bruegel stated that: 

scepticism with regard to skill classifications helps us as feminists to turn a 

more critical eye on divisions which have previously been taken for granted, 

and is something which anyone with an eye to the operations of the Equal Pay 

Act, with its recurrent downgrading of typically ‘feminine’ skills such as 

dexterity against typically ‘masculine’ qualities like strength, might have 

already concluded.132  

 

The research presented within Women and Work provides visual record of this 

downgrading, as the focus upon the hands of the female employees of Metal Box 

demonstrates the typically feminine skill of dexterity, whilst indicating that these job 

roles that require such agility have been regraded in preparation for the 

implementation of the Equal Pay Act.  

 

This juxtaposition of typically feminine and typically masculine skills is further 

demonstrated within the video component of Women and Work. In contrast to the 

monochrome display of photographs and photocopied research, colour video footage 

shows the tasks of the women and men of the factory, allowing comparisons to be 

clearly drawn, as this footage is displayed side by side, on repeat. [Illustration 8. 

 
132 Irene Bruegel, ‘The Reserve Army of Labour 1974-1979’ in Feminist Review (ed.), 
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Stills from the film in Women & Work: A Document on the Division of Labour in 

Industry] The footage shows the women of the factory at the conveyor belt 

(performing repetitive tasks that require the typically feminine skill of manual 

dexterity), in the factory canteen, or performing administrative tasks within an office. 

Conversely, male employees are shown stacking and packing metal sheets or 

cardboard boxes (exercising the traditionally masculine trait of strength), driving 

forklift trucks or vans, and repairing the machines of the factory. This footage 

provides a visual record of the concentration of women in manufacturing and service 

industries. Here, they utilise the skills that complement those which are used in 

household duties, involving light (rather than heavy) physical demands, and 

requiring a high degree of dexterity. Through the application of those skills that are 

regarded as feminine traits, women did not enter supervisory positions over men, 

and, as these are traits considered to be obtained before employment rather than to be 

learnt through training, women were to be found in a smaller number of qualified 

occupations in relation to their male colleagues.133 

 

Documentation II 

 

The next element of Women and Work, Documentation II, consists of audio 

recordings. Several sound booths were placed within the exhibition at SLG, and the 

introduction to the Women and Work project stated that the recordings aired within the 

booths included “first welfare officer in tin box trade (1908), current personnel officer, 
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retired women worker (50 years’ service), young woman worker, current shop 

steward, Transport and General Workers Union ex-Women’s Representative, general 

conversation with women on shop floor”.134 But only three of those recordings remain. 

When listening to these recordings at Tate Store, it would appear they are presented in 

an unedited form. The sound quality is poor, and the questions asked within the 

interviews are, in parts, inaudible. Two of the three recordings take the form of 

interviews, one with a Welfare Officer and another with a Factory Manager.  

 

These interviews were conducted by Harrison, as she had previous experience of 

conducting interviews in her involvement in Strike.135 The third recording is a fifteen-

minute-long tape of Ethel Chipchase, Secretary of the TUC’s Women’s Advisory 

Committee, addressing their women’s conference in 1974. These recordings, along 

with the others that were not acquired when Women and Work was purchased by Tate, 

were presented at SLG on tape recorders, and could be listened to by visitors when 

standing inside an acoustic hood. There were a number of these devices placed 

throughout the exhibition space. However, in more recent displays of Women and 

Work, at Tate Britain and Tate Modern in the 2010s, these recordings were presented 

alongside each other, and played on a loop. [Illustration 9. Photograph of Women & 

Work: A Document on the Division of Labour in Industry installed at Tate Modern, 

2017] There were three telephone receivers on which to listen to the recordings, with 

one playing on each receiver. These recordings were accompanied with text that 

(incorrectly) labelled the recordings as Medical Officer, Shop Steward, Manager.  

 

 
134 Interview with Mr. Douglas, featured in Margaret Harrison, Kay Hunt, Mary Kelly, A 
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The first of the three remaining recordings is a 26-minute-long interview with retired 

Factory Welfare Officer, Mrs. Kelly. The interview covers a range of themes: factory 

life at the beginning of the 20th Century; development of the work throughout the First 

World War; accidents caused by factory machinery; the introduction of welfare 

provision, relationships with male colleagues; and finally, the implementation of 

Equal Pay. When asked whether she was amazed that the Equal Pay Bill has only just 

come about, Kelly declared that “there is a big difference when you are a woman in 

industry. Still, you may be getting the same money, it takes a lot of time to alter the 

attitude of the mind”.136 This assertion from Kelly mirrors the analysis of 

contemporary economists. In Sex Discrimination in the Labour Market (1976), 

Chiplin and Sloane write that “however strictly anti-discrimination laws are enforced, 

one form of discrimination will remain until attitudes are changed – the effect of 

society’s sex role stereotypes on the views of employers and prospective employees 

with regard to women’s ‘suitability’ for certain types of occupation”.137  

 

The second audio piece, a 28-minute-long interview with Factory Manager, Mr 

Douglas, addresses the views of employers. The recording begins with a lengthy 

discussion of pension schemes, where it is said that “for all staff and hourly paid men 

there is a contributory pension scheme. It’s the same scheme for both, except that the 

women’s scheme was geared for retirement at sixty instead of sixty-five, and the idea 

is to produce a pension of two-thirds salary”.138 The women’s scheme is further 

elaborated with the admission that: 

 
136 Introduction to Project Work, Harrison, Hunt, Kelly, A Document on the Division of 

Labour in Industry  
137 Chiplin and Sloane, Sex Discrimination in the Labour Market, P88 
138 Interview with Mr. Douglas, featured in Margaret Harrison, Kay Hunt, Mary Kelly, A 

Document on the Division of Labour in Industry (1975) 
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Hourly paid women have a non-contributory scheme, and it is based on service 

[…] a weekly allowance is payable to a woman on retirement at or after the 

age of fifty-five, providing she has had fifteen years’ service with the company. 

The amount that is paid to an hourly paid employee is 4.375p a week for every 

complete year of service. The allowance paid for a staff employee is 5.25p. 

That is fifteen years full time service, which means that a part-timer gets half 

the allowance.139  

 

Throughout the 1970s an increasing proportion of women workers were employed 

part-time, and by the end of the decade 40 percent of women were part-time workers. 

Women, particularly those who worked part-time, suffered from greater rates of job 

losses than men, and feminist economist Irene Bruegel asserted in 1979 that this was 

partly the result of “explicit or barely veiled discriminatory policies”.140 The pension 

allowances granted to part-time women workers employed by Metal Box Co. is 

exemplary of these discriminatory policies.  

 

The final audio piece is a 15-minute-long recording of Ethel Chipchase. There is no 

further information presented about Ethel Chipchase, or the TUC Women’s 

Conference that her speech was taken from. However, as previously identified, there 

are several recordings missing. This may have been referred to within the recordings 

of the Union Representative and Shop Steward of Metal Box Co. in the original 

Women and Work exhibition at SLG. The recording of Ethel Chipchase opens with a 

discussion of the shortcomings of the Equal Pay Act, how it excludes matters relating 

to retirement, marriage, and death, and how these issues were still not addressed by 

the government in the introduction of the Anti-Discrimination Legislation that 

followed. Chipchase stated that: 

Even when women get equal pay, when they get equality of opportunity, when 

they get promotional rights, when they get equal status and equal benefit 
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within the state security scheme. Within occupational pension schemes, there 

will still be problems for women because women have greater responsibilities 

than men in the home. The prime responsibility for children normally rests 

upon the mother. She has her domestic responsibilities in addition to her 

working responsibilities.141 

 

The dual role of women, having to perform domestic responsibilities alongside paid 

employment, is mirrored within contemporary socialist feminist theory, particularly 

appraisals of the ‘Family Wage’.142 This dual role performed by women is returned to 

in Chapters Four and Five of this thesis. 

 

Documentation III 

 

The final element of Women and Work, Documentation III, is described by Harrison, 

Hunt and Kelly as ‘research’. This consisted of both historical and contemporary 

documentation. Historical documentation included; Factory Inspector Reports from 

1860, Labour Gazette 1913-1973, Employment and Productivity Gazette, population 

census, Factory Acts 1901-1961, Trade Boards Acts, Annual Reports from the 

National Federation of Women Workers 1912-1915, New Statesman Special 

Supplement on Working Women 1914, Annual Report from the Women’s Trade 

Union League 1911, Reports from the Standing Joint Committee of Industrial 

Women’s Organisations 1927-1935. Contemporary documents included; Office of 

Manpower’s Report on Equal Pay 1970, and Reports from the TUC Women’s 

Advisory Committee 1970-1973. These documents were presented within folders, and 

 
141 Audio recording of Mrs. Ethel Chipchase, featured in Margaret Harrison, Kay Hunt, 

Mary Kelly, A Document on the Division of Labour in Industry (1975) 
142 Michèlle Barrett and Mary McIntosh, ‘The ‘Family Wage’: Some Problems for Socialists 
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“to meet the needs of this material one corner of the room [was] converted into a small 

reference section”, when Women and Work was exhibited at SLG. 143  

 

More recent displays of the work, at Tate Britain and Tate Modern, had this 

documentation reproduced and presented on desks in the centre of the exhibition 

space. This placement of this within the display can be seen as granting it greater 

significance, as opposed to previously being confined to a small reference section. The 

caption of the display at Tate Modern stated that: 

Besides the display books on the black table, the individual components of the 

work are, clockwise from this caption: Daily schedules, Names of women 

employees, Portraits of women employees, Rate cards, Medical reports, 

Grades 2-4: women, Labour process: gender comparison (chart), Labour 

process gender comparison (two films, on monitors), Interviews: Medical 

Officer, Shop Steward, Manager.144 

 

This highlights how central this documentation is within more recent displays of 

Women and Work. There is an almost overwhelming amount of data presented within 

Women and Work, but it is within these findings that the shifting landscape of women’s 

paid employment within 1970s Britain can be traced. 

 

A series of documents each entitled ‘Section 1 Employment and Summary of 

Training’, from the years 1969-70, to 1973-74 are included within Women and Work. 

These documents detail the numbers of employees and trainees on the payroll. These 

employees are divided into eight ‘manpower categories’ (which exclude canteen staff, 

who were largely, if not exclusively, female). Most employees were concentrated 

within the final two categories of ‘operators’ and ‘other employees’. Figures from May 

 
143 Delmar, ‘Women & Work’, pp. 32-33 
144 Caption for Women and Work: A Document on the Division of Labour in Industry 1973-

75, Tate Modern, July 2017. 
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1970 in comparison to October 1970 show a dramatic change in the number of 

‘operators’. This dropped from a total of 450 - 185 men, 265 women, to a total of 184 

- 87 men, 97 women. Although it could be assumed that deindustrialisation was the 

reason for this drop in the number of operators, this was not the case, as across the 

same time, the number of ‘other’ employees at Metal Box Co. rose proportionately. 

The number of other employees across the same period increased from a total of 11 - 

5 men, 6 women, to a total of 310 - 131 men, 179 women.145 It is in this period that 

the Equal Pay Act was introduced. Most of those who were employed as operators 

were women. This shift in ‘manpower categories’ suggests that these positions were 

re-graded to minimise the impact of Equal Pay legislation, as has been stated within 

the historiography.146 But the reproduction of data gathered by Metal Box Co. is not 

the extent of the ‘research’ carried out by Harrison, Hunt and Kelly.  

 

“What constitutes the artwork and what constitutes the archive” 

 

Harrison, Hunt and Kelly gathered their own data throughout the production of Women 

and Work. These figures were printed in a large format, mounted on board, and 

presented on the walls of the exhibition space. When I consulted this exhibition 

material at Tate Archive, there were a total of twenty-eight boards displaying the data 

collected by the artists. This data displayed findings from within the Metal Box Co. 

 
145 ‘Section 1 Employment and Summary of Training’, 1969-70, to 1973-74, featured in 

Margaret Harrison, Kay Hunt, Mary Kelly, Women and Work: A Document on the Division 

of Labour in Industry (1975) 
146 Pat Thane, ‘Women and the 1970s: Towards Liberation?’, in Lawrence Black, Hugh 

Pemberton and Pat Thane (eds.), Reassessing 1970s Britain Manchester (2013), pp. 178-179 
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South London factory, and where appropriate this was accompanied by national 

figures, and evidence of legislative demands that the factory had to adhere to by law. 

 

The data was presented across a range of topics. When consulting the data at Tate 

Archive it was catalogued in an apparently random order, so my analysis of it has been 

determined by what connections I have made between these statistics, and these 

connections may not have been intended by the artists themselves when they presented 

the data within Women and Work. The way in which Women and Work has entered 

the collection has been addressed within a report on archives and record management 

published by Tate in 2019. Here it stated that because the artwork consisted of so much 

material that “in an interview between Tate conservation staff and Margaret Harrison, 

she expressed an interest in having any remaining material collected for archival 

purposes”.147 Therefore, displays of Women and Work since its purchase by the Tate 

in 2001 has not included all material shown at SLG in 1975. Regardless of its 

confinement to the archive, this material is of significant interest as historical 

documentation that informs this study of Women and Work. In discussing the data 

collected by the artists in their production of Women and Work here, I categorise it 

into four areas; implementation of equal pay by Metal Box Co., division of labour 

between male and female employees, composition of the female workforce, and 

unionisation within the factory. 

 

 
147 ‘Sarah Haylett, ‘Archives and Record Management’, published as part of the research 

project Reshaping the Collectible: When Artworks Live in the Museum, Tate, 2019’ 

[https://www.tate.org.uk/research/reshaping-the-collectible/research-approach-archives-

record-management], accessed 3rd February 2022. 

https://www.tate.org.uk/research/reshaping-the-collectible/research-approach-archives-record-management
https://www.tate.org.uk/research/reshaping-the-collectible/research-approach-archives-record-management
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Within their investigation of Metal Box Co.’s implementation of equal pay legislation, 

the artists tracked the hourly rates of wages for male and female employees from 1951 

- 1974. At the beginning of the period tracked, male employees were earning 2/9d (14p 

in decimal currency) per hour, and female employees 1/11d (10p). In 1970 male 

employees were earning 8/7d (43p) per hour, rising to 8/10d (44p) in the same year, 

with female employees earning 6/11d (35p) throughout the year. 148 This hourly wage 

gap of 11p remained in 1974, with male employees earning 75p per hour, and female 

employees earning 64p. This suggests that although equal pay was introduced in 1970, 

wage parity had yet to be achieved by 1974 at the South London factory of Metal Box 

Co. 

 

The implementation of equal pay at Metal Box Co. is presented in terms of ‘increases 

in grade rates 1973-75’. Here, it stated that female pay per hour will be 100% of the 

male rates by the end of 1975. The data is presented alongside a ‘description of the 

direct consensus method of job evaluation which was used to establish the basis for a 

new wages structure at South London Metal Box Co. in 1971’. This is shown alongside 

the requirements of the Equal Pay Act, 1970. Within the description of job evaluation, 

it is outlined that a sample of 31 jobs, chosen to represent all types of work across the 

factory, were compared. Employees were asked to identify the responsibilities and 

skill requirements of these jobs to determine the job description. Each job in the 

sample was then compared with every other job in the sample. The reassessment of 

the grading of these jobs was undertaken by a judging panel. The judging panel 

 
148 Decimalisation was introduced in 1971.  

Currency conversion was determined by the use of ‘Old Money Converter’ 

[https://www.retrowow.co.uk/retro_britain/old_money/old_money_converter.html], 

accessed 2nd February 2022. 

https://www.retrowow.co.uk/retro_britain/old_money/old_money_converter.html
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featured six managers, six supervisors, two shop stewards, and nine employees. The 

panel consisted of 16 men and seven women. All factory jobs (excluding Canteen 

Assistants) were then presented across six grades (1-6, with 6 being the highest). The 

distribution of male and female labour across these grades was presented for July 1974 

and March 1975. In July 1974 most female employees were concentrated in Grade 3, 

with 51.2% of the female workforce. 23% of the female workforce was in Grade 1, 

and 24.4% in Grade 2. In March 1975, after the re-grading had taken place across the 

factory, only 30.9% of the female workforce were now in Grade 3, and there was a 

higher concentration of female employees in the lower grades; 19% in Grade 1 and 

46.7% in Grade 2. This shows that following the regrading of the workforce at the 

Metal Box Co. factory, women were generally allocated a lower grade for their work, 

and therefore receiving less pay. Although equal pay ensured parity with those male 

employees performing ‘like work’, its implementation at the factory came as women’s 

jobs were placed into lower grades, and therefore was ineffective in raising the pay of 

female employees. 

 

In further analysis of the wages of Metal Box Co. factory employees, the economic 

status of employees is presented in groups; Group A (average annual earnings under 

£2000), Group B (average annual earnings under £3000 but not less than £2000), and 

Group C (average annual earnings over £3000). Within these groups, 94.9% of women 

were in Group A, 5.1% in Group B, and none in Group C. Whereas 52.2% of men 

were in Group A, 39.7% in Group B, and 8.1% in Group C. This shows how 47.8% of 

the male workforce had annual earnings over £2000, whereas only 5.1% of women 

had annual earnings over £2000. The distribution of male and female labour Grades 

1-6, July 1974 and March 1975 can also be used to determine the shift in how female 
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employees worked within the factory. Between July 1974 and March 1975, the number 

of female employees decreased from 209 to 152. Effectively, this saw that the 

percentage of female employees decrease from 61.3% of the workforce to 50.3%.  

 

The biggest decrease was seen within those female employees who worked part-time 

at the factory, with part-time female employees falling from 33.7% of the workforce 

in July 1974, to 21.5% in March 1975. In contrast, the percentage of full-time women 

increased from 27.6% of the workforce in July 1974, to 28.8% in March 1975. This 

decline in workforce numbers being concentrated within female employees is further 

demonstrated within the presentation of labour turnover for all hourly paid employees. 

The average number of hourly paid female employees at the Metal Box Co. factory 

between July 1974 and March 1975 was 183. Of these women, 52.5% were employed 

full-time (8:00 -17:00). Those who worked part-time did so across three shift patterns; 

AM (8:00 - 12:30), PM (13:30 - 17:00), and evening (17:30 - 21:30).  9.3% of women 

worked the AM shift, 12.5% the PM shift, and 25.7% the evening shift.  

 

These percentages excluded the double-day shift, which had been introduced on line 

26, Dept. A of the factory, an admission is presented alongside the statement “shift 

work will eventually eliminate all part time hours”. The concept of the double-day 

shift is introduced within an extract from the Factories Act, 1961. Here, it stated that 

the employment period should not begin earlier than 7:00, nor end later than 20:00. 

However, “the Secretary of State for Employment may lift restrictions regarding the 

employment on a double day shift system [...] The South London Metal Box Co. has 

applied to the local Factory Inspector for a Special Exemption”. A double-day shift 

was where employees would work alternately on a 6:00-14:00 or 13:00-22:00 shift. 
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By introducing the double-day shift within the factory, Metal Box Co. avoided the 

restrictions of the Factories Act, but most significantly, this meant an end to part-time 

hours at the factory. The hours of a double day shift would not match the working 

patterns of most part-time women workers at the factory, with 25.7% of hourly paid 

women working the 17:30 - 21:30 part-time evening shift.  

 

The reason for female staff working a double-day shift is not explicit within the data 

presented, but the daily schedules of female and male factory workers presented within 

Women and Work highlight how the burden of domestic responsibilities and childcare 

fell with women. 31 of these schedules were presented in the display of Women and 

Work at Tate Modern.149 Of the four schedules that were included within the catalogue 

for the 1975 SLG display of Women and Work, three were of female employees and 

one was of a male employee. The first female employee, Catherine Kalathumy, 

worked the double-day shift. She was aged 27 and had two children, aged 10 and 7, 

but they lived with their grandmother in Kenya. Another female employee, Eileen 

Szmidt, worked part-time on the evening shift. She was aged 46 and had five children, 

ages 25, 24, 21, 19 and 14. In her daily schedule there are several domestic duties 

alongside her shift at the factory, including “get family ready for school and work”. 

Female employee Louisa Clark, aged 59, had one child, aged 38. She worked full-

time, and her schedule suggested a better balance of domestic responsibilities between 

 
149 I viewed Women and Work at Tate Modern on 13th July 2017, before undertaking this 

study. When returning to the gallery space on 16th March 2018 the work had been removed 

from display. It has not been displayed since then. My consultation of the work has consisted 

of viewing the audiovisual elements at Tate Store on 7th August 2018, and archived material 

at Tate Archive on 12th April 2019. The images that I had taken of the artwork in July 2017 

did not provide sufficient detail to read each daily schedule, and therefore only those 

schedules presented within the catalogue for the South London Art Gallery exhibition in 

1975 have been consulted here. 
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her and her husband; “get home, husband makes cup of tea […] cook dinner together”. 

However, the daily schedule of the male employee included suggests no domestic 

responsibilities alongside his full-time work. Clifton McKitson, aged 32, had five 

children aged 10, 7, 6, 4, 2, but his daily schedule made no mention of any domestic 

tasks or childcare responsibilities. Although the daily schedules of some female 

employees suggest that their husbands assisted with domestic tasks, this was not 

typical of the workforce. The daily schedules of male employees did not make mention 

of domestic responsibilities or childcare. 

 

The data presented within Women and Work provides information about the age 

groups and marital status of hourly paid female factory employees but does not show 

whether they had dependent children. In Percentage of all hourly paid females in 

various age groups, 1974-75, the highest concentration of female employees was to be 

found in the age category of 51-60, with 36.3%, followed by 41-50, with 26.3%. 

Almost three-quarters of hourly paid female employees of the Metal Box Co. Factory 

were over the age of 40. This suggests that most of the female employees at the factory, 

if they had children, would no longer have to provide childcare for them. Between 

1974 and 1975, the average age of women in England and Wales at their first marriage 

was 23, at their first birth was 24, and at all births was 27.150 In Percentage of all hourly 

paid females married, single, or widowed 1974-75, 76% were married, 20.2% single, 

and 3.8% widowed. Therefore, even if they did not have to provide childcare, those 

women who were married were expected to perform domestic tasks for their husbands, 

as indicated within the daily schedule of Eileen Szmidt, referenced above. Alongside 

 
150‘Olympic Britain Social and economic change since the 1908 and 1948 London Games' 

[https://www.parliament.uk/contentassets/3a84308e4ab4433f814406b9934bf6ae/olympicbrit

ain.pdf#page=23], accessed 7th February 2022, P18, 

https://www.parliament.uk/contentassets/3a84308e4ab4433f814406b9934bf6ae/olympicbritain.pdf#page=23
https://www.parliament.uk/contentassets/3a84308e4ab4433f814406b9934bf6ae/olympicbritain.pdf#page=23
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the data presented about the female employees of Metal Box Co., Women and Work 

showed data from the Labour Mobility Survey.151 Here, it indicates that the top two 

reasons for job changes amongst women are ‘change in domestic circumstances’ and 

‘left to have a baby’, which highlights the responsibility held by women for domestic 

tasks and childcare.  

 

Women and Work also plotted percentage increases in basic hourly wage rates against 

percentage increases in retail prices in the UK for the period 1972-5. Here, it shows 

how all manual workers in the UK earned 1.5% more than manual women workers at 

the Metal Box Co. Factory in 1972-3, rising to 7.5% more in 1974-5. Between 1972-

5, the hourly wage rates of women at Metal Box Co. increased by 26.6%, whereas for 

all manual workers in the UK this increased by 32.6%. Retail prices increased by 

55.9% between 1972-5, with the price of food increasing by 70.5%. Therefore, the 

domestic circumstances of the female employees of the Metal Box Co. factory 

inevitably became more precarious as the cost of living increased throughout this 

period of economic recession.  

 

The data presented within Women and Work also included information about trade 

union membership across the factory. Here, the membership of women employed in 

non-manual work and those employed in manual work in April 1975 was compared. 

 
151 Looking for evidence of how the ‘Labour Mobility Survey’ was carried out did not yield 

results, but it is possible that this could be referring to the Labour Force Survey 1973, which 

“was carried out every two years from 1973 to 1983 in the spring quarter and was used 

increasingly by UK Government departments to obtain information which could assist in the 

framing and monitoring of social and economic policy.”  

‘Labour Force Survey User Guide Volume 1: Background & Methodology’ 

[https://sp.ukdataservice.ac.uk/doc/5384/mrdoc/pdf/background.pdf], accessed 7th February 

2022, P1, 

https://sp.ukdataservice.ac.uk/doc/5384/mrdoc/pdf/background.pdf
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At the South London factory of Metal Box Co., 41.2% of non-manual workers were 

women, and the percentage of women who had joined the union (Association of 

Scientific, Technical and Managerial Staffs) was 40%, showing that there was only a 

marginal difference between these figures. Yet, 45.5% of manual workers were 

women, compared to only 30.9% of women as a percentage of TGWU (Transport and 

General Workers Union) members. However, to compare these figures indicates very 

little, as this makes no allowance for how many male employees were union members. 

Although there was a higher percentage of men within these unions, this does not 

account for what percentage of male employees were union members.  

 

The data demonstrates that female membership of the TGWU at the factory was 

increasing at a faster rate than nationally. Despite the number of employees at the 

Metal Box Co. decreasing across the period from 1972 to 1974, union membership 

was increasing across the factory, and most rapidly amongst women. In 1972 there 

were 146 TGWU members within the factory, 22.6% (33) of them women. In 1973 

there were 162 TGWU members, 22.2% (36) of them women, and in 1974 there were 

353 TGWU members, 30.9% of them women (109). Although there was a slight 

decrease in 1973, there was an 8.3% increase in female TGWU membership within 

the factory between 1972 and 1974. The TGWU membership of the factory was 

presented alongside national membership numbers for the same period. Within this, it 

is shown that women as a percentage of TGWU members increased from 13.9% in 

1972 (8.7% lower than within the factory) to 14.9% in 1974 (16% lower than within 

the factory). Nationally, women’s membership of the TGWU was increasing, but 

across the period this happened at a rate of 1%, whereas within the factory this was 
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8.5%. Therefore, women’s membership of the TGWU within the factory was 

increasing, and at a much faster rate than it was nationally.  

 

Women and Work dedicates a further three panels of data to the contributions and 

benefits of TGWU members at the factory, alongside information about accidents and 

compensation, and an extract from the recently introduced Health and Safety at Work 

Act 1974. This is something further discussed within the audio recording of retired 

Factory Welfare Officer, Mrs. Kelly, who makes mention of accidents that had taken 

place with factory machinery. Although the focus of this research does not encompass 

this topic, its inclusion within the artwork indicates the breadth of the research 

undertaken by Harrison, Hunt and Kelly.  

 

This discussion of female union membership is one that will be examined in further 

detail in the next two chapters. Throughout the 1970s, trade unions fought against the 

casualisation of labour, but this did not protect against the use of women as a reserve 

army of labour. The employment of women continued to be viewed pejoratively, and 

this had a negative impact upon the occupational identity of women, as can be seen 

within the daily schedules included in Women and Work. Here, women talk in detail 

of their routines before, between and after their shifts at the factory, and men talk in 

detail of the tasks that they performed within the factory. This gendered response 

reflects the findings of Andy Clark, who on interviewing women who were involved 

in factory occupations in Scotland in the 1980s found that these women did not see 

their actions as noteworthy. Their actions had not been included within the narrative 
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of deindustrialisation and were not considered as part of contemporary industrial 

action.152 This is something discussed further within the next two chapters.  

 

“Too many statements and not enough visuals” 

 

The inclusion of research within Women and Work was clearly influenced by 

Atkinson’s Strike, which: 

[R]efused to rely on the impact of a documentary programme, where 

everything is summarised and punched across with an emphasis on dramatic 

effect. Instead, this provided the viewer with a mass of data which could only 

be absorbed fully after prolonged, detailed scrutiny.153  

 

This method allows for the viewer of Women and Work to interpret this mass of data 

themselves. Beverley Skeggs stated that “the interpretive process is often ignored in 

feminist accounts which see to prioritize experience […] we are constantly 

experiencing and interpreting. Experiences are different and some experiences are 

considered to be more valuable than others”.154 Therefore, Women and Work can be 

said to allow the viewer to experience the artwork through their own interpretation of 

what they were presented with. Rather than making the decisions about what was 

worth knowing about, Women and Work presented the viewer with a wealth of 

documentation and allowed for them to make these decisions themselves. Their 

approach to interpretation was an innovative one, and reinforces the practice of 

Harrison, Hunt and Kelly as not only artists, but as researchers; collating 

 
152 Andy Clark, Marginalisation of Women’s Resistance to Industrialisation, Teesside 

University History Research Seminar, 7th March 2019 
153 Richard Cork, ‘Conrad Atkinson: A New Beginning’, in Richard Cork, Antony Hudek, 

Conrad Atkinson: Landescapes (2006), P12 
154 Beverley Skeggs, Formations of Class and Gender London (2002), P28 
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documentation to present to the viewer and allowing them to form their own 

experience with the artwork.  

 

However, the effectiveness of this method is limited by the time available to the 

viewer. The analysis of the data from Women and Work that is presented above was 

carried out over several hours, and with the use of a calculator to compare the figures 

used and determine the percentages presented. The audio recordings within the 

artwork were long, with the three featured in the artwork as acquired by Tate ranging 

from 15 to 28 minutes in length. The video footage presents just under six minutes of 

footage. The data, the audio-visual material, photographs, and documentation featured 

within Women and Work takes several hours to consult and can be entirely 

overwhelming. The idea of what is presented within Women and Work is clear, but the 

detail is difficult to determine for those viewing this within the gallery space. 

 

Yet, the decision to present the artwork without captions can be understood via theorist 

Susan Sontag’s approach to photography. Sontag affirms that “captions do tend to 

override the evidence of our eyes […] even an entirely accurate caption is only one 

interpretation, necessarily a limiting one”.155 By presenting documentation without 

comment, Women and Work gave viewers the opportunity to form their own 

interpretation of the status of women, the implementation of Equal Pay, and the 

changing role of women in industry. When asked “why didn’t the artists make their 

comments and conclusions clearer?” by a journalist from The Guardian, Hunt 

answered that: 

If we had stated our conclusions – which obviously we have made – we could 

have got clobbered for being lefties […] it will interest historians and 

 
155 Susan Sontag, On Photography Harmondsworth (1979), pp. 108-109 
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sociologists; and the ladies from the factory will come to see their 

photographs. We hope that people will take from it just what they can take.156  

 

This statement from Hunt reinforces the idea that, alongside Harrison and Kelly, she 

acted as a researcher in producing Women and Work. This admission that the work 

“will interest historians and sociologists” affirms the use of artworks as historical 

record within this thesis, and that this was the intention of the artists who created them. 

Also revealed here by Hunt is the intention of the artists for the “ladies from the 

factory”, the subjects of their research, to visit the exhibition, to see their photographs, 

and therefore see themselves represented within the gallery space.  

 

A review of Women and Work published in the same week by the left-leaning 

publication Tribune declared that “the presentation is obviously based on [Conrad] 

Atkinson’s approach. But I found this show less interesting than his, with too many 

statements and not enough visuals […] and I can’t see many people ploughing on 

beyond boredom once they’ve got the message”.157 This concept of ‘too many 

statements and not enough visuals’ is one that was addressed within the acquisition of 

Women and Work by Tate in 2001: 

Women and Work [...] consisted of so much material that upon acquisition the 

artists wished to re-evaluate how the work should be displayed going forward. 

The artists were invited to Tate to work through the material with the curators 

and conservation department in order to determine each element of the 

artwork.158  

 

 
156 J. Watts, ‘Pandora’s Tin Box’, The Guardian (19th May, 1975), P9 
157 M. Richards, ‘Women showing us women’, Tribune (23rd May, 1975) 
158 ‘Sarah Haylett, ‘Archives and Record Management’, published as part of the research 

project Reshaping the Collectible: When Artworks Live in the Museum, Tate, 2019’ 

[https://www.tate.org.uk/research/reshaping-the-collectible/research-approach-archives-

record-management], accessed 8th February 2022. 

https://www.tate.org.uk/research/reshaping-the-collectible/research-approach-archives-record-management
https://www.tate.org.uk/research/reshaping-the-collectible/research-approach-archives-record-management
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The artists allowed for some material from Women and Work to be archived, and not 

presented in its subsequent displays. But this admission is not to detract from the way 

in which viewers engaged with the artwork when shown at SLG in 1975. 

 

Reception of Women and Work 

 

The feedback that was received by SLG from visitors to Women and Work suggests 

that they responded positively to the documentation presented within the artwork.159 

A letter written by a local doctor stated that they “thought the material was very 

lovingly and artistically presented; and left the visitor to the gallery to reach his or her 

own conclusions”.160 Another letter, from a gallery visitor who lived over fifty miles 

away from the gallery, in Sussex, described that “often you get documentaries on 

television, but the difference in this one was that one had to make a very definite 

attempt to read and assimilate the information, not just sit back and watch”.161 A 

similar admission was made by Richard Cork in his discussion of Strike; “the show as 

a whole refused to rely on the impact of a documentary programme, where everything 

is summarised and punched across with an emphasis on dramatic effect”.162 This 

 
159 My visit to SLG was prompted by an archive display entitled Revisiting Women And 

Work at the gallery, which included correspondence and installation photography, alongside 

a recently filmed interview with Kelly. This archive has been digitized since I consulted the 

material in November 2018. 

‘Archive Display: Revisiting Women And Work’ 

[https://www.southlondongallery.org/exhibitions/revisiting-women-and-work-a-document-

on-the-division-of-labour-in-industry-1973-75/], accessed 8th February 2022. 

File 4 - Women & Work: A Document On The Division Of Labour In Industry 

[https://slgarchive.org/index.php/women-work-a-document-on-the-division-of-labour-in-

industry], accessed 8th February 2022. 
160 Letter from T. A. Madden, 10th June 1975 (South London Gallery Archive, uncatalogued) 
161 Letter from A.  Liebschner, undated (South London Gallery Archive, uncatalogued) 
162 Cork, ‘Conrad Atkinson’, in Conrad Atkinson, P12  

https://www.southlondongallery.org/exhibitions/revisiting-women-and-work-a-document-on-the-division-of-labour-in-industry-1973-75/
https://www.southlondongallery.org/exhibitions/revisiting-women-and-work-a-document-on-the-division-of-labour-in-industry-1973-75/
https://slgarchive.org/index.php/women-work-a-document-on-the-division-of-labour-in-industry
https://slgarchive.org/index.php/women-work-a-document-on-the-division-of-labour-in-industry
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experimentation with a documentary way of working has been discussed further in 

published conversations with Harrison: 

I documented what happened to these women and I did the interviews [...] I 

didn’t want to be the artist at that point, I just wanted to experience and 

understand what was happening to people. I wanted to do research on the 

ground […] so that’s what I did [...] it was about dialogue, and I guess that’s 

why my work changed. It had to go through this almost documentary sort of 

phase to try and figure out how the world worked.163  

 

This discussion of dialogue suggests that there was two-way conversation between the 

artists and the women workers of the Metal Box Co. factory. Yet there is no record of 

the reception of Women and Work amongst the women of the factory. What is recorded 

is that “employees were invited to the opening of the exhibition and were pleased and 

flattered to find their portraits on the walls of the local art gallery – a place most of 

them did not normally visit”.164  

 

Though this account is dubious in terms of its accuracy, there is clarification that the 

women of the South London Metal Box Co. factory did attend the opening of Women 

and Work at SLG: 

We had everybody from the metal box factory come to the opening, and the 

women were rather pleased. But the management hated it, and you could see 

their faces. I don’t know how Kay [Hunt] persuaded us to go in there actually. 

[laughs] And they actually banned the workers from going in! But of course, 

they did. Because they lived in that area, so they would go in. I actually don’t 

know what the final impact would be for that group of women.165 

 

Whilst this statement revealed that the women of the factory ‘were rather pleased’ with 

Women and Work, it also highlights how the artists neglected to assess the impact of 

 
163 Brian Yarish, ‘Conversation with Margaret Harrison’, in Kevin B. Chen (ed.), Margaret 

Harrison: Works and Texts 1969*2010 San Francisco (2010), P46 
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their research. This suggests a lack of dialogue within their practice. Rather, Women 

and Work can be seen as an exercise in using the gallery as a means of distributing 

information about the working conditions of working-class women. But this did not 

address their experiences after equal pay was implemented within the factory. This is 

a startling omission, which meant that the impact of the work was somewhat one-

dimensional. 

 

Despite the shortcomings of the exhibition, Women and Work transcends the 

pioneering approach of Strike, taking a step further on the path that socially engaged 

British art practice was carving through the 1970s. Although Strike brought the issue 

of the striking women of Cumbria to Members of Parliament through its presentation 

at London’s ICA, Women and Work instead showed the lives of the women workers 

in Southwark to the wider community of the borough. The exhibition utilised the 

gallery space as a means of presenting the lives of those who lived and worked locally, 

presenting the experiences of the women of Metal Box Co. in a location that was 

accessible to them. This was a subject that was relevant to these women, their 

neighbours, and their acquaintances.  

 

The reception of Women and Work is recorded within a total of seven letters held in 

the archive of South London Gallery, alongside copies of rather revealing responses 

from Borough Librarian and Curator, Kenneth Sharpe. None of these letters were 

addressed from Metal Box Co. employees, but those that were sent by gallery visitors 

are overwhelmingly positive and are dominated by phrases of congratulations and 

statements that the exhibition was enjoyable, interesting, or refreshing. In one letter, 

Sharpe stated that: 
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The written and oral response of the public has been most encouraging and it 

is not impossible that the Libraries and Amenities Committees, motivated by 

the need to engage the interests and involvement of a wide cross-section of the 

community, may entertain shows of a similar nature in future.166  

 

This letter clearly specified that the “interests and involvement of a wide cross-section 

of the community” were considered as something that the gallery needed to engage 

with, and therefore suggests that the needs of the community were of importance to 

SLG’s exhibition programme in the mid-1970s. However, other correspondence 

suggests that the way in which this was approached within Women and Work was not 

how the gallery wanted to achieve this engagement. The popularity of Women and 

Work is further demonstrated in correspondence with Dr T. A. Madden, who stated 

that “several of the women in different photos are patients of mine and their reactions 

were very positive”.167 Of course, this suggests that the women of the factory were 

happy with the presentation of Women and Work at SLG, but their voices, the voices 

of working-class women, remain absent within this feedback, which instead was 

relayed by a middle-class man. Despite encouraging feedback from visitors to the 

exhibition, letters sent by Sharpe instead suggest hostility from the gallery’s curatorial 

team towards the project and an unwillingness to engage with similar projects in 

future. Two letters sent by Sharpe stated that the exhibition “was put on with some 

trepidation”, and all seven letters show some uncertainty as to whether “shows of a 

similar nature” would be shown again at SLG.168  

 

The letters received by the curatorial team at SLG in response to Women and Work 

are invaluable in the way that they demonstrate the appetite for exhibitions “concerned 
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with the lives of the people who live near the art gallery”.169 But these letters in favour 

of the exhibition cannot be regarded as typical of the reception of those who viewed 

the exhibition, as writing a letter to the gallery would suggest the luxury of leisure 

time that not all could afford, as indicated within the daily schedules of the female 

factory employees presented in Women and Work. Included within the letters held in 

the archive of SLG is correspondence from George W. Brown, a Professor of 

Sociology at Bedford College, University of London. Brown was a researcher in the 

university’s Social Research Unit, and along with his colleagues was invited by Hunt 

to view Women and Work. In his letter he stated that they “were much impressed by 

what [they] saw and much enjoyed it. It seemed to [them] to be an admirable attempt 

to link ‘art’ and ‘society’”.170 This positive response from the Social Research Unit 

correlates with the review of the Women and Work written by Rosalind Delmar for 

Spare Rib, where she highlights that the artwork could be used as the tool of the 

sociologist. [Illustration 6. ‘Women & Work’, Spare Rib, October 1975]171 Hunt’s 

invitation to the Social Research Unit is demonstrative of the way in which Harrison, 

Hunt and Kelly were acting as researchers in their undertaking of Women and Work. 

Allen and Wolkowitz assert that “feminist researchers have asked questions about 

waged and unwaged work, the social relations through which these are controlled and 

the ways in which they are rewarded and measured”.172 Indeed, these concerns of 

feminist researchers are addressed within the research elements of Women and Work.  

 

 
169 Letter from N. Richman, undated (South London Gallery Archive, uncatalogued) 
170 Letter from G. W. Brown, 3rd June 1975 (South London Gallery Archive, uncatalogued) 
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In their presentation of documentation with the exhibition, the artists give the visitor 

the authority to make their own conclusions, and in doing so allow for them to 

determine their own focus. This encourages visitors to ask the same questions of their 

own experience of the shifting landscape of paid employment. The research carried 

out by Harrison, Hunt and Kelly records the work of male and female Metal Box Co. 

employees. Video, photographs, and documentation concerning the work of both men 

and women, are displayed side by side within Women and Work. This furthers the idea 

of the artwork as an exercise in feminist research, as opposed to a project that only 

researched women’s lives from the perspective of women’s studies. This follows a 

methodology that “aims at researching men as much as women [...] not content to 

simply add an extra dimension to social science, it seeks to transform it”.173 This 

comparative element of Women and Work presented an opportunity for male viewers 

to consider not only their workplace experience, but how they participated in the 

domestic sexual division of labour – detailed within the daily schedules of factory 

employees presented in the exhibition.  

 

Gayle Letherby asserts that “researchers are not the only people involved in research 

and respondents are also likely to have an emotional and political involvement with 

the research”.174 This involvement was demonstrated by the Equal Pay and Protective 

Legislation Meeting that was held within the exhibition on Saturday 24th May 1975. 

Hunt wrote to SLG to ask for permission to hold an open meeting with invited 

speakers.175 Archival material held by SLG identifies that “Mrs. Jean Alexander, the 
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Women’s Shop Steward from the South London Metal Box factory, will be present at 

the meeting”.176 Therefore, Women and Work was an exercise in feminist research, in 

that it welcomed the emotional involvement of respondents, demonstrated by the 

organisation of meetings where those involved in the research project were invited to 

participate further.   

 

The research element of Women and Work was further acknowledged within the 

criticisms of Harrison, Hunt and Kelly’s contemporaries. In 1975, the AU’s Women’s 

Workshop split to form The Women Artists Collective. Pressure came from the 

number of projects undertaken by the membership of the workshop, with one member 

stating that “I didn’t want to just be a researcher”.177 Video artist Catherine Elwes, a 

member of the Women Artists Collective, stated in 2015 that: 

I joined the Women Artists Collective in the late 1970s […] I think it was an 

offshoot of the Artists Union […] and the collective staged one of the first all 

women shows in London, entitled Hang Up, Put Down, Stand Up in 1974. They 

also organised an all-day women artists conference in 1975. The collective 

introduced me not only to the history of women’s practice, but also to the 

feminist politics that underscored their own work, and up until then I had 

concentrated on painting and sculpture, and the collective showed me that 

women could explore their subjectivity and their politics in the newer cross-

disciplinary areas that were opening up in performance, expanded cinema, 

installation and video art. Tina Keane was very insistent that these newer 

forms were less overdetermined by centuries of male precedence, and if there 

was indeed a feminine sensibility, then it had a better chance of finding its 

voice in these younger, Avant-garde practises that were still in the process of 

evolution.178  

 

 
176 Women and Work – South London Art Gallery Meeting: Equal Pay and Protective 

Legislation Saturday 24th May 2-4pm (South London Gallery Archive, uncatalogued) 
177 Tina Keane, quoted in Parker and Pollock, Framing feminism, P19 
178 ‘Catherine Elwes, Women working collectively, what is your value?’ 

[https://archive.ica.art/whats-on/women-working-collectively-what-your-value/], accessed 

15th November 2019. 
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It is clear within Elwes’ account of the Women Artists Collective that this was formed 

as an offshoot of the Women’s Workshop, with the reason for its formation born not 

of an aversion to the project-based practice of the Women’s Workshop, but instead, a 

willingness to explore other new avant-garde practises that were being pioneered at 

this time. However, members of the AU were practising within these new forms:  

When I worked with Conrad [Atkinson] on the Strike exhibition, he asked the 

ICA, could they get some video equipment, so he could video things? And we 

actually did get some video, but we had to […] The ICA paid for part of that, 

and we paid for the other bit. And it was awkward stuff, but it worked. And a 

lot of people, you know, really noticed that. And the Arts Council rang the 

director of the ICA, whose name escapes me, but they said you’ll be pleased to 

know that we recognise film and video as an art form now. Because you know, 

it had been seen as going to the pictures. Video was not an art form. The 

interviews were on several screens, which were very boxy. Now they would be 

seen as, I don’t know, historical objects. But it was seen as just beyond the 

pale. So, they said we now recognise it, and you think [sighs] you know, you’ve 

had to struggle through all this stuff to actually get people to recognise that 

this is something.179 

 

The formation of the Women Artists Collective can be seen as a progression of this 

practice in new forms that was being undertaken by members of the AU, as opposed 

to a departure from this. The suggested turn towards research does not seem to be the 

reason for the departure of the Women Artists Collective, but this does support the 

idea of Harrison, Hunt and Kelly acting as researchers in their creation of Women and 

Work.  

 

Brechtian Aesthetics 
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Further criticism of the practice of the AU came from the League of Socialist Artists, 

who targeted the work of AU members: 

‘Aridism’, their name for ‘anti-art, the latest nihilistic and disruptive exercise 

of the ‘‘New Left’ or ‘bourgeois art at the end of its tether’, in particular the 

‘aesthetically sterile’ work of Conrad Atkinson, a supporter of the ‘right-wing’ 

Labour party, and the ‘Women at Work’ [sic] show held at the South London 

Art Gallery in 1975.180 
 

This targeted criticism of Women and Work by the League of Socialist Artists is of no 

surprise, as the group had a long-standing complaint with the work of the AU, as 

addressed in the previous chapter. However, they were not alone in their appraisal of 

the practice of AU members as ‘aesthetically sterile’. The aesthetics of Women and 

Work were met with further criticism in a review of its showing at SLG. Janet Watts 

in The Guardian described it as “a show of great visual austerity and restraint”.181 

Recent appraisals of Women in Work also comment on its aesthetics. When displayed 

at Tate Britain in 2014, Victoria Horne described it as “fairly dull – as one photocopied 

booklet on ‘management theory on productivity’ attests”.182 Instead, here this is 

discussed as a purposeful choice made by the artists: 

However, is this not the point? The items record the dull and monotonous work 

of the factory and refuse the aesthetic conceits of art. Unlike later relational 

or dialogical gallery ‘experiences’, Women and Work does not seek to 

entertain; instead it starkly (re)presents the workers’ daily experiences for its 

audience.183 

 

This discussion of the dull aesthetic of Women and Work reflects how the artists were 

informed by the ideas of Marxist theatre practitioner Bertolt Brecht. In the introduction 

to Walter Benjamin’s Understanding Brecht, Stanley Mitchell stated that “art should 
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be considered a form of production, not a mystery; the stage should appear like a 

factory with the machinery fully exposed”.184 Within Women and Work, what is 

presented is quite literally the fully exposed operation of the South London Metal Box 

Co. factory. The working conditions of its employees are presented systematically 

within a wealth of documentation.  

 

Further to this application of Brechtian theory, Griselda Pollock places her discussion 

of Women and Work in the context of the Brechtian critique of Bourgeois Realism.185 

The “Bourgeois Realists refrained from depicting the larger social and political world 

as exemplified in urban reality”.186 Brecht and his contemporaries condemned the false 

standards of bourgeois art, and he “developed the drama as a social and ideological 

forum for leftist causes”.187 Margaret Harrison has compared her own practice to the 

work of Brecht. In talk of her involvement in Strike, she stated that “it documented 

what was happening to these women and I did the interviews. You could actually see 

how society was working through their situation. Like Brecht, actually”.188 Brecht’s 

method of Epic Theatre was informed by the Marxist concept of dialectics.189 The 

method of dialectics is one that aims to understand a subject concretely through 

reasoned argument, showing nuances and associations. Dialectic materialism is a way 

of understanding reality, encompassing thoughts, emotions, and the material world, 
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and this is the theoretical foundation of Marxism. Class struggle is situated within this 

concept of dialectic materialism. Capitalism creates conflict, as the social surplus of 

production makes it possible for one class to benefit by expropriating another.  

 

The interpretation of Women and Work through the lens of Brechtian aesthetics 

incorporates the influence of Marxist thought on the practice of Harrison, Hunt and 

Kelly. The idea of class struggle is a thread that runs through the evidence presented 

Women and Work, although not explicitly. From my own interpretation of Women and 

Work, emphasis on the economic status of the workforce of Metal Box Co. presented 

throughout the documentation implies a class structure. Class struggle is explicitly 

explored within the audio recording of the interview with management. This recording 

presents the idea of class antagonism, as discussions relating to health and safety 

reveal tensions between management and their employees; “if the absence of 

regulations doesn’t absolve [management], and if the situation is that [they’ve] created 

bad housekeeping […] which leads to accidents, well the company is liable”.190 Not 

only is it implied that there is antagonism between management and employees, but 

management’s belittling attitude towards employees of the factory is evident within 

anecdotes presented in the recording. For example, one employee is referred to as “a 

little Indian chap”.191  

 

Ideas surrounding Marxist Aesthetics can be applied to the content of Women and 

Work. In particular, the intention of Women and Work as an exercise in raising social 

consciousness of women’s working conditions is enforced by the application of 

 
190 Interview with Mr. Douglas, featured in Margaret Harrison, Kay Hunt, Mary Kelly, 

Women and Work: A Document on the Division of Labour in Industry (1975) 
191 ibid. 



   
 

 

 

97 

Brechtian theory, Materialism, and Marxist-Leninist aesthetics. 192 In contrast to other 

art practice that was taking place in Britain in the 1970s, the work of Harrison, Hunt 

and Kelly was raising the social consciousness of class struggle through the position 

of women within industry, as opposed to raising the social consciousness of the WLM. 

The ideas of Brecht were influential within the work of radical film collectives who 

were closely involved with working-class industrial militancy and community politics. 

This will be returned to in Chapters Three and Four, which examine Berwick Street 

Film Collective’s Nightcleaners.193 The application of Marxist thought caused some 

conflict within the circles of art practitioners throughout the decade, which can be seen 

as parallel to those conflicts that were taking place more broadly within feminist 

activism of 1970s Britain.  

 

Marxist Influences 

 

Socialist feminists had worked with men in trades unions and radical political 

movements and had long campaigned for equal pay. These women were sometimes 

suspicious of the middle-class women who participated in the WLM and did not wish 

to abandon the male-dominated organisations within which they have been operating 

for decades. Similarly, the younger women active within New Left politics were 

unwilling to stop working alongside men, in the hope that “feminism would prove to 

be a common project, in which the new consciousness would be created together”.194  
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This application of Marxist thought within the AU proved to be divisive. Kate Walker, 

who later in the decade was a member of the collaborative feminist projects Feministo 

and Fenix, has spoken of her involvement with the AU. Walker revealed that she “did 

not enjoy the meetings as they were dominated by Marxist men and feminists who 

wanted to talk about women in China, for example, - something that [she] felt unable 

to relate to”.195 The sexism presented by several male members of the AU has been 

addressed by Harrison: 

When we met up in the Women’s Workshop, we decided that we wouldn’t just 

sit back, we actually would take responsibility for things. It was proposed that 

instead of having a general secretary, there would be a secretariat. I was 

nominated, and Carol [Kenna] was nominated, and we asked Kay [Hunt] if she 

would do the chairing and she said that she didn’t want to do it. And then we 

said well, Mary [Kelly], why don’t you do it? And she said, well, okay, I’ll do 

that. And, so, we thought that we better nominate a guy, so we nominated 

Stuart Brisley. Unfortunately, Stuart saw us as secretaries, he didn’t see us as 

general secretaries. And we began to realise actually, again within a structure 

of something which was supposed to create equality, that a lot of the men didn’t 

want equality.196  

 

The hostility that women in the AU faced can be contextualised within a broader 

discrepancy between socialist and feminist practice:  

It is increasingly apparent that feminist ideals and demands cannot simply be 

subsumed under the socialist label. Many socialists are not feminists. The 

struggle for socialism does not automatically encompass the struggle for 

women's freedom, and consequently feminists have been forced to challenge 

many of the dominant assumptions on which current socialist strategies are 

based.197  
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Harrison argued that there was a commonality shared by women and working-class 

men of the AU, both experiencing the condescension of the middle-class men within 

the group. This is reflective of how the AU explored social issues like the marginalised 

experience of women and the working-class. This relationship between women and 

the working class is central to the ideals of Marxist feminism. In 1972 Mary-Alice 

Waters declared in International Socialist Review that: 

Revolutionary Marxists have waged an unremitting struggle within the broad 

working-class movement in order to establish a revolutionary attitude toward 

the struggle for women’s liberation [...] to educate the entire vanguard of the 

working class to an understanding of the significance of the struggles of 

women for full equality and for liberation.198 

 

The idea that Marxist feminist rhetoric of 1970s Britain was dominated by 

revolutionary issues that were difficult to relate to is illustrated further in a letter 

published in the second edition of the Women’s Liberation magazine Red Rag, in 

1972. The letter was written by Ann Pettitt, who a decade later would be one of the 

founders of the Women’s Peace Camp at Greenham Common. Within the letter, she 

discussed the way in which Marxist feminist literature alienated working-class 

women: 

Now I am not an anti-intellectual, but there is a massive contradiction in your 

magazine: it is all about class, about women and the working class, about 

equal pay; not one paragraph of all this will be comprehensible, I’m 

suggesting, to these women that you’re talking about. Now, I’m sure you’re 

aware of this criticism (it is after all one of the commonest criticisms around 

that the Left makes on its neighbours). I do think in this case though it’s valid. 

Now I know that one of the most nauseating things one can do is to patronise 

a potential working-class audience by deliberately ‘talking down’ to them – 

crassly over-simplifying everything, spattering around phrases that we fancy 

makes our style sound casual and unpretentious and sincere, and Every-

Womanish – but still, we must find some way out of the problem of always just 

talking to ourselves.199 
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This idea of sharing the cause of the WLM with working-class women is one that 

depended upon a discussion of subjects that were relevant to their lives. The 

exploration of the working conditions of working-class women within Women and 

Work is one of the ways in which this was achieved by the movement. However, the 

artists owed it to those working-class women who they represented within their 

practice, to do so accurately. 

 

Representing Class 

 

The intention of Women and Work was to document the division of labour within the 

South London Metal Box Co. factory. Comparisons are drawn between the work of 

the factory’s male and female employees. Low pay and poor working conditions were 

also examined. This was not only an exploration of the gendered division of labour, 

but of class issues. Women and Work reveals a hidden history of working-class 

women, but what about the artists who created the work? What was their 

understanding of working-class issues? And how did their approach compare to the 

predominantly middle-class WLM? 

 

One of the aims of the AU was to “examine the position of art and artists in a class 

society”. [Illustration 1. Artists Union National Membership Campaign]200 This 

statement is confirmation of the organisation’s concern with class but does not give an 
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answer as to how members of the union positioned themselves within this ‘class 

society’. Harrison has identified how there were members of the union who were from 

working-class backgrounds, particularly the experiences of her partner Conrad 

Atkinson; “I went to see his family and relatives and realised what a tough time they 

had”.201 Still,  Harrison described herself as “being a good middle-class girl” who went 

to art college.202 Whilst studying at Carlisle College of Art, Harrison worked in the 

evenings and the holidays at a biscuit factory in the city:  

And I also worked in Carr’s Biscuit Works, which is now McVities, and that 

was actually quite hard work. I worked as a macaroon flattener! It was the 

only hand-done stuff in the whole factory […] I was knackered by the end of 

the day. So, I had that understanding, you know, of how other people are doing 

a different kind of work to that I would have expected, and that it was really 

exhausting. And I mean, the conditions actually were good there. The owners, 

being Quakers, believed in actually treating their workers properly.203 

 

Although Harrison had a middle-class upbringing, she had first-hand experience of the 

physical demands of factory work, and how exhausting it was. But this cannot be 

equated to working-class experience or identity. The factory work undertaken by 

Harrison ensured that she did not have a condescending, romanticised vision of 

working-class life, but it remained that she was a middle-class artist representing the 

lives of working-class factory workers within her practice. Still, Harrison’s 

understanding of working-class issues can be seen as somewhat more developed than 

her AU colleagues. The League of Socialist Artists criticised the AU’s aim “to take 

action to end sexual and/or racial discrimination in the arts”. The league was critical 

of this as they identified that: 
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Worker-artists and professional artists, in common with other sections of the 

working class and professional strata, are not discriminated against merely on 

the basis of sex or race. They are primarily discriminated against on the basis 

of class. The primary aim of the Artists Union, therefore, is to combat all forms 

of class discrimination against its members aimed at increasing their 

exploitation and, through that, the profits of the employers. Sexual and racial 

discrimination are by-products of this general economic and social 

discrimination against the working class as the exploited producers of all 

social wealth. The important aim of combatting all forms of discrimination on 

the grounds of sex, race or nationality should therefore be related to this 

fundamental class status.204 

The League of Socialist Artists were incessant in their need to question everything 

about the AU, their criticism of this aim is not without merit. The union’s aim to end 

gender and racial discrimination in the arts is one that was inherently connected to 

class discrimination in the arts. This intersection of class, gender and race is one which 

is present within Women and Work but presented here without comment. By 

identifying the gender and racial discrimination within the artwork, this is reflective 

of discrimination taking place more broadly within society, and therefore the AU not 

acknowledging the class discrimination of the art world is to ignore the significance 

of class outside of the field. This is not to say that class was not understood as a means 

of discrimination by the AU, or that the assertions of the League of Socialist Artists 

were justified, but rather that class discrimination should have been further advocated 

by the AU, and indeed within Women and Work.  

Conversely, it was the working-class background of collective member Kay Hunt that 

provided the impetus for Women and Work. Following the presentation of Strike at the 

ICA, Harrison stated that “it was then that Kay Hunt and Mary Kelly said that we 

should work together on something. And Kay’s family worked in the metal box 
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industry, and that was what we sort of arrived at doing”.205 Kelly elaborated on this 

idea in an interview with Central Saint Martins and SLG in 2018. In answer to the 

question “Why choose a metal box factory as a case study?”, she stated “that was 

selected by Kay Hunt who had a family history, her working-class mother, maybe not 

specifically in that industry, but in that area, and she wanted to work on that”.206 

Although Hunt’s working-class background was the reason for the undertaking of the 

project, she is the artist with the least research dedicated to her practice.  

The working-class voice of Kay Hunt has been erased from the art historical record. 

No record of Kay Hunt, outside of her involvement in Women and Work, can be found 

online. Hunt died shortly after the acquisition of the artwork by Tate in 2001. Margaret 

Harrison recalled that she did not know what happened to Kay’s work, but that she 

had advised her sons “to go and see the Imperial War Museum, because she had done 

some things on the Second World War, because her father had been in the Navy, and 

I think he was injured in that, so she did these small pieces on that”.207 The only other 

mention of Kay’s practice within my own research project was at the Went To Work, 

Came Back panel discussion that took place at SLG in 2018. The event was organised 

to coincide with their Revisiting Women and Work exhibition.208 Here, an audience 

member stated they had attended an Art Foundation Course for the unemployed in the 

1980s that was led by Hunt. They spoke of how Hunt believed that Women and Work 

had served to engage with those who are not engaged with art. Hunt was instrumental 
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1975’ [https://wenttoworkcameback.wixsite.com/marykelly/new-page-2], accessed 22nd 

February 2022. 
207 Harrison, interviewed by Stubbs  
208 ‘Went To Work, Came Back (Panel Discussion) Wed 21 Nov 2018, 7pm’ 

[Https://Www.Southlondongallery.Org/Events/Went-To-Work-Came-Back/], accessed 22nd 

February 2022. 

https://wenttoworkcameback.wixsite.com/marykelly/new-page-2
https://www.southlondongallery.org/events/went-to-work-came-back/
https://www.southlondongallery.org/events/went-to-work-came-back/
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in the creation of Women and Work, and how the artwork served to engage with new, 

working-class audiences, yet her voice has not been carried within the art historical 

record. The eclipsing of Hunt, the only working-class member of the collective, is 

comparative to the way in which the voices of working-class women have been 

eclipsed by how Women and Work entered art historical discourse as a footnote in the 

development of Harrison and Kelly’s practice. 

Although Hunt advocated that the purpose of the artwork was to engage with those 

who were not engaged with art, the intentions of the collective are somewhat unclear. 

The requirements of the funding that they received for Women and Work stipulated 

that the work was to benefit local residents, but as discussed previously, the artists 

initially approached the Whitechapel Art Gallery to host the exhibition. Therefore, 

there is some disparity between the intention of the artists and the requirements of the 

project funding. However, unlike other projects funded by the GLAA’s Thames 

Television Fund, Women and Work proved successful in that it engaged with working-

class women, welcoming them into the art gallery, as opposed to projects like The Pub 

Shows, which brought the arts to working-class spaces, whilst continuing to exclude 

working-class people from arts spaces. This positive relationship between the artists 

and working-class viewers of their work can be seen further within the review of 

Women and Work written by Marina Vaizey for The Sunday Times; “Not a mite of 

condescension is apparent; what is apparent, although never stated in a doctrinaire 

manner, are the conditions under which many people work in factories”.209 This 

suggests that the presentation of ‘severely factual’ material within Women and Work 

 
209 M. Vaizey, ‘Personal Print’, The Sunday Times (25th May, 1975), P27 
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was done so in a way that did not patronise those working-class women who viewed 

the exhibition at SLG.  

This exploration of class, and the way in which middle-class artists represented the 

lives of working-class women within their practice, sits alongside recent scholarship 

on the representation of working-class femininity. Frances Hatherley examines this 

concern within her thesis, through the work of working-class British artists and 

filmmakers from the 1980s - 2000s. Hatherley stated that; 

This thesis is less concerned with class as a political (Lukacs 1975) and 

economic category (Marx 2013) than it is with how class is experienced by 

people: what it feels like to be working-class and the way classed-subjectivities 

shape our identities and aesthetic and political standpoints. In the process of 

this research I have developed a theoretical understanding of some of the ways 

working-class experience is lived and understood via memoir writing, personal 

testimonies, and theoretical texts by feminists which discuss coming from 

working-class backgrounds, examining experiences of home, education and 

self-image as shaped by their class positions.210 

 

The research presented within this thesis builds upon Hatherley’s investigation of 

class, in that it examines how working-class female experience was represented by 

middle-class artists in the decade that preceded their research period. The 

representation of the working-class experience from those living outside of it is one 

that came from observers, rather than those experiencing it themselves. The 

representation of the working-class experience was reclaimed by the auto-

ethnographic practice of those working-class artists working in the decades that 

followed the socially engaged practice of artists in 1970s Britain, as demonstrated 

within Hatherley’s research.  

 

 
210 F. Hatherley, ‘Sublime dissension: A working-class Anti-Pygmalion aesthetics of the 

female grotesque’ (PhD thesis: Middlesex University: 2017), P17  
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Despite the question of how successful the artists were in representing working-class 

women in Women and Work, what is important is that these women were represented. 

This allowed for working-class audiences to engage with the gallery space, 

legitimising the significance of their experiences by presenting them with images and 

voices that resonated with their own. The presentation of Women and Work at SLG 

had the potential to empower, to confirm that the gallery space was not only the 

preserve of middle-class audiences. Regardless of whether Harrison, Hunt and Kelly 

were successful in representing the lives of the working-class women of the factory, 

their purpose was to demonstrate the value of women’s labour. This was part of a 

broader shift within socially engaged British art practice throughout the decade, as 

artists began to not only observe, but to encourage direct action. This was a period 

within which middle-class artists acted beyond observing the experiences of working-

class women, as indeed the middle-class activists of the WLM were going beyond 

observing the experiences of working-class women in their campaigning for 

consciousness raising. 

 

Women’s Liberation Movement 

 

The largely middle-class membership of the WLM is something that has been 

addressed within recent scholarship on the movement. In her account of the grassroots 

organisation of the WLM, Bruley identified that “although working-class women did 

join the movement, their position was often problematic and marginal”.211 George 

 
211 Sue Bruley, ‘Women's Liberation at the Grass Roots: a view from some English towns, 

c.1968–1990’, Women's History Review, 25:5, 2016, pp. 727-728 
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Stevenson furthered this argument in stating that “contemporary accounts seeking to 

recover the significance of ‘sisterhood’ [...] often do so at the expense of its working-

class participants”.212 In 2020, Caitlin Lambert argued that recently, renewed 

historical interest in the WLM has dispelled the dominant historical narrative of the 

movement as “a London-centric, white middle-class and largely socialist-feminist 

strand of feminism”, instead understanding it as a network of autonomous groups.213 

This idea of autonomous groups operating under the banner of WLM supports the idea 

that the production of Women and Work can be understood as an exercise in Women’s 

Liberation.  

 

The participation of Harrison and Kelly in the WLM is well recorded. Margaret 

Harrison was one of the founders of the Women’s Liberation Art Group in 1970.214 

She was also involved in the 1971 Miss World protest at the Royal Albert Hall, 

London; “But the Miss World Demonstration was a kind of key moment where you 

began to realise that you had to do something, and that the visual was very 

important”.215 Further to this, Mary Kelly had belonged to the History Group, aligned 

to the WLM.216 Participation in Women’s Liberation was explicit throughout the 

collective. But beyond this, the production of Women and Work can be understood as 

 
212 George Stevenson, The Women’s Liberation Movement and the Politics of Class in 

Britain London (2019), P1 
213 Caitlin Lambert ‘‘The objectionable injectable’: recovering the lost history of the WLM 

through the Campaign Against Depo-Provera’, Women's History Review, 29:3, 2020, pp. 

520-521 
214 ‘Margaret Harrison: Studio visit’ [https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/margaret-harrison-

1248/margaret-harrison-studio-visit], accessed 22nd February 2022. 
215 Harrison, interviewed by Stubbs  
216‘Creating Women and Work: A Document on the Division of Labour in Industry 1973-

1975’ [https://wenttoworkcameback.wixsite.com/marykelly/new-page-2], accessed 22nd 

February 2022. 
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an exercise in Women’s Liberation, as it advocated the WLM demands for Equal Pay 

and Equal Education and Job Opportunities.  

 

The representation of women’s labour within Women and Work displayed a greater 

understanding of working-class issues than the proponents of the WLM did. The 

artwork documented the experience of the women of the South London Metal Box Co. 

factory, allowing for the viewer to choose how they interpreted this. Although the 

artists who created the work were aligned to the WLM, they did not utilise their 

practice as a means of furthering the movement’s agenda of consciousness raising. 

Yes, the creation of Women and Work fits within the narrative of the WLM and its 

existence as a heterogeneous movement working towards equality, but the 

movement’s understanding of liberation was not necessarily inclusive of the demands 

of working-class women. Rosalind Delmar, a member of the London Women’s 

Liberation Workshop, wrote that the research presented within Women and Work 

“comes out of the need for a greater understanding of the issues involved in the 

struggle to liberate women from a narrow confinement to tedious labour”. 217 Yet this 

WLM desire to liberate women from tedious labour is not what those working-class 

women of the broader women’s movement were demanding. Instead, they were 

calling for fair pay and safe working conditions. The women’s movement was bigger 

than the WLM, and although the latter had a commitment to women’s industrial action, 

their attitude and behaviour towards women’s class struggles differed from that of the 

 
217 Delmar herself was from a working-class background. “Rosalind Delmar became aware 

of the complex cultural dynamic of class and sex as a working class girl at a convent 

grammar school in the 1950s.”  

‘British Library | Rosalind Delmar’ [https://www.bl.uk/people/rosalind-delmar], accessed 

24th February 2022. 
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class-based structure of women’s industrial disputes.218 Leading voices within the 

WLM had come to feminist activism from an involvement in Marxist politics, and 

activists like Sheila Rowbotham argued for “both a revolution in consciousness and a 

historical analysis of women’s oppression within capitalism”, therefore placing their 

conception of women’s struggle within the context of the class system.219 Rowbotham 

has also discussed how the WLM was exemplary of the relationship between art and 

politics: 

Women’s Liberation inspired poetry, plays, novels, paintings, sculpture, and 

films in which subjectivity acquired new social meanings, and these in turn 

flowed into political demands. The closeness of art and politics was made 

apparent in the visual rituals of demonstrations.220 

 

This assertion that the WLM was influential in the creation of art with social meaning 

is evident within Women and Work, and it is this closeness of art and politics that sits 

at the centre of this research. By using these artworks as documentation of social 

change in the arena of women and work, this research presents the personal histories 

of working-class women, and the politicisation of this is situated within the WLM 

understanding of the personal as political. There have been recent art historical 

examinations of the WLM, most notably within the research of Amy Tobin, mapping 

“the work of women artists influenced by and involved in the Women’s Liberation 

Movement of the 1970s”.221 She questioned the exploitation of the women represented 

within Women and Work, but incorrectly stated that “although the women making the 

film did not work in the same conditions as their subjects [...] artists like Harrison and 

 
218 Stevenson, The Women’s Liberation Movement and the Politics of Class in Britain, P61 
219 Sue Thornham, Feminist Theory and Cultural Studies: Stories of Unsettled Relations 

London (2001), P58 
220 Sheila Rowbotham, A century of women: the history of women in Britain and the United 

States Harmondsworth (1999), P398 
221 A. Tobin, ‘Working Together, Working Apart: Feminism, Art, and Collaboration in 

Britain and the United States, 1970–81’ (PhD thesis: University of York: 2016), P1  
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Hunt also came from working class backgrounds”.222 Yet, as stated previously, 

Harrison asserted that she was from a middle-class family. Therefore, the research 

presented here challenges recent art historical examination of Women and Work, 

shifting the focus away from the practice of the artists who created it, and instead 

towards the working-class women represented by them. The acquisition and continued 

display of Women and Work in more recent decades has allowed for an enduring 

representation of working-class women’s lives in 1970s Britain. This legacy is one 

that has shifted the context of Women and Work from a sociological study to historical 

resource.  

 

Legacy of Women and Work 

 

The acquisition of Women and Work by Tate in 2001 consolidates the idea that the 

artwork can be interpreted as historical evidence of working-class women’s paid 

labour. This analysis of Women and Work must go beyond its presentation at SLG in 

1975. The focus of the artwork, as with others examined within this thesis, remains 

pertinent in the landscape of contemporary Britain. Following the impact of the 

coronavirus pandemic, the Office for National Statistics reported that in 2021 the 

gender pay gap among all employees increased to 15.4%, up from 14.9% in 2020.223  

 

 
222 Tobin, ‘Working Together, Working Apart, P31   

Women and Work is discussed alongside Women of the Rhondda (1973), and Nightcleaners 

(1975). All three artworks were produced by collectives that included Mary Kelly. 
223 ‘Gender pay gap in the UK: 2021’ 

[https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkingho

urs/bulletins/genderpaygapintheuk/2021#:~:text=Among%20all%20employees%2C%20the

%20gender,down%20from%2017.4%25%20in%202019.], accessed 24th February 2022. 
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Before discussing the legacy of Women and Work further it should be recognised that 

not all artwork survives.224 Margaret Harrison has cited how film components of Strike 

had been lost, and how “someone went off with some stuff, stuff got stolen at the 

ICA”.225 When work is acquired by accredited museums and galleries, its preservation 

has to comply with the collection management standards of the UK Museum 

Accreditation Scheme.226 Despite these regulations, elements of an artwork can be lost 

in the interim between its creation and its acquisition. Indeed, not all artworks enter 

museum collections. Women and Work has entered the collection of Tate with only 

three audio recordings, whereas seven recordings are listed in the catalogue for its 

showing at SLG in 1975.227 Therefore, there is a discrepancy between the version of 

Women and Work that was created by Harrison, Hunt and Kelly, and that which was 

acquired by Tate. Tate purchased Women and Work in 2001. They intended to 

purchase an artwork by Margaret Harrison, who suggested that, alternatively, they buy 

Women and Work. Harrison explained that the work had been stored by Kay Hunt until 

Judith Mastai organised the exhibition Social Process/Collaborative Action: Mary 

Kelly 1970-1975 in 1997.228 The exhibition was shown in the UK in 2000, at Norwich 

 
224 Art historical examinations of the loss of artworks have been produced in the past decade.  

Jennifer Mundy, Lost Art London (2013) 

Jarred Pappas-Kelley, Solvent Form: Art and Destruction Manchester (2019).  
225 After the interview, Harrison stated that the film had been damaged in storage at her and 

Atkinson’s home in Cumbria.  

Harrison, interviewed by Stubbs. 
226 ‘Arts Council England | UK Museum Accreditation Scheme’ 

[https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/supporting-arts-museums-and-libraries/uk-museum-

accreditation-scheme], accessed 24th February 2022. 
227 Margaret Harrison, Kay Hunt, Mary Kelly, A Document on the Division of Labour in 

Industry (1975) 
228 This was originally shown at the Charles H. Scott Gallery of Emily Carr University of Art 

and Design, Vancouver, Canada, and the Agnes Etherington Arts Centre, Queen’s 

University, Ontario, Canada. 

Judith Mastai ed. Social Process/Collaborative Action: Mary Kelly 1970-1975, Charles H. 

Scott Gallery, Vancouver, 1997 
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https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/supporting-arts-museums-and-libraries/uk-museum-accreditation-scheme


   
 

 

 

112 

Gallery and Leeds Art Gallery. Harrison has recalled how she visited the Leeds Art 

Gallery exhibition with Kay Hunt: 

There was a few other documentations about her motherhood stuff [Post-

Partum Document (1973-79)], but the rest of it was Women and Work. So, we 

looked for our names, and there was a little card which mentioned Kay and I. 

Kay was absolutely beside herself because she had looked after it for so long. 

[...] And it was to go onto Norwich, and I rang her [Linda Morris, Curator of 

the Norwich School of Art Gallery] up and said so I believe you’re taking this 

show of Mary Kelly’s? And she said oh, yes. I said, you do realise that three 

quarters of it is group work? She said no. I said well it is, so can you make 

sure that it’s quite prominent that it’s not just by one person? And she did, she 

was true to her word. I met the curator of Leeds [Art Gallery], and I said what’s 

happened? Because he had organised for it to go on to Norwich. And I said 

what’s going to happen to this afterwards? And he said it’s going back to Mary 

Kelly’s studio in Los Angeles. I said that’s very interesting! He said oh yes, it’s 

her work. I said no it is not, it’s group work. [...] Kay was ringing me up and 

shouting in outrage. Anyway, I said look, why don’t we see if we can get Tate 

to buy it? Tate had asked to buy a piece of my work. And I said well, they’ve 

asked for a piece of my work, why don’t we see if they’ll take this instead? [...] 

somebody else I knew, she went along to the exhibition in Norwich, and she 

said yes, we’re interested in this. And so, then a long negotiation went on, and 

in the meantime it was held to go into a show in The Whitechapel Art Gallery, 

so that gave us a bit more time, we were able to sort of, you know, work on 

that. And eventually, it was bought by the Tate.229 

 

Indeed, Linda Morris of Norwich Gallery did make clear that Women and Work was 

‘group work’. The listing for the exhibition on the gallery website included a statement 

from Hunt and Kelly:  

Women and Work occupies the major section of this exhibition. As it is seen 

here in the context of a one person show, we wish to emphasise for the sake of 

clarity, history and education and collaboration, that the work was a three-

way partnership and is not the work solely of Mary Kelly. As the label indicates 

this work belongs to all three artists who came into the project from differing 

perspectives. The context for Mary Kelly's involvement is explored in the 

accompanying publication and in the exhibition as a whole. Our own 

involvement is stated in the text which is reproduced and available as a 

leaflet.230 

 

 
229 Harrison, interviewed by Stubbs. 
230 ‘Mary Kelly’ 

[https://www.norwichgallery.co.uk/gallery/archive/ex2000/pages/kelly.html], accessed 15th 

November 2019. 
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Despite this, ‘Women and Work: A Document on the Division of Labor [sic.] in 

Industry, South London Art Gallery, 1975’, was still listed as a one-person exhibition 

on Kelly’s artist biography as late as 2011.231 As identified in the statement from 

Harrison and Hunt, this attribution of the work to Kelly alone deviates from the fact 

that all three artists came into the project from differing perspectives. To overlook the 

involvement of Hunt in the creation of Women and Work not only overshadows the 

presence of a working-class artist but allows for the conversation surrounding the 

artwork to centre on the development of artistic practice. By surpassing the role played 

by Kay Hunt, this shifts the emphasis away from the working-class women 

represented within Women and Work, and instead towards the development of Mary 

Kelly’s practice. 

 

In June 2016, the Switch House extension of Tate Modern allowed for more gallery 

space dedicated to the work of women. This re-hang included Women and Work, until 

July 2017 at the earliest. [Illustration 9. Photograph of Women & Work: A Document 

on the Division of Labour in Industry installed at Tate Modern, 2017] By March 2018 

the work had been removed from display, in a routine re-hanging of the collection. 

The display of Women and Work at Tate Modern was included within the theme of 

‘Performer and Participant’. The interpretation presented alongside the artwork places 

the focus upon the lives of the working-class women represented within it: 

Women and Work uses the restrained visual language of conceptual art, but 

despite its neutral appearance, the materials it presents offer both objective 

and subjective points of view. For example, the portraits of women employees 

put human faces to the facts and figures, and the daily schedules stress the 

 
231 ‘Mary Kelly’ [http://www.postmastersart.com/BIOS/Kelly_bio.pdf], accessed 15th 

November 2019. 

http://www.postmastersart.com/BIOS/Kelly_bio.pdf


   
 

 

 

114 

points of contact between the personal and the political, the public and the 

private life of every woman and worker.232 

 

The presentation of Women and Work within the Tate Modern collection display 

therefore shifts focus away from the practice of Harrison, Hunt and Kelly, and instead 

invites the viewer to examine the lives of the working-class women represented within 

the artwork. By placing attention on the lives of women and workers, Women and 

Work is here placed within the context of historical source material. Its inclusion 

within the collection display, free to view in a gallery that welcomed 5,708,646 visitors 

in 2017, ensured that Women and Work reached a wide public audience.233 This 

fulfilled the calls of labour historians to bring the discipline to a wider audience. 

Neville Kirk proclaimed that “we must also strengthen our efforts to take the message 

of labour history beyond the confines of those academic institutions into which it has 

increasingly been concentrated [...] We need, as in the 1960s, to reach and engage with 

a wider public”.234 By interpreting Women and Work as historical evidence, the 

artwork allows for labour history to be considered outside of the academic space, and 

instead within a gallery space that was accessible to the public, just as it was 

interpreted as a sociological evidence when presented at SLG in 1975.  

 

Doubts about the accessibility of Women and Work were raised by Victoria Horne in 

her review of its display at Tate Britain in 2014. Here, she stated that “the aesthetics 

of the display render it difficult for a younger generation to reconstruct the economic 

 
232 Women and Work Curated by Valentina Ravaglia. Caption for Women and Work: A 

Document on the Division of Labour in Industry 1973-75, Tate Modern, July 2017. 
233 ‘Tate Annual Report 2017/18, London (2018)’ [https://www.tate.org.uk/about-us/tate-

reports], accessed 25th February 2022, P138. 
234 Neville Kirk, ‘Challenge, Crisis, and Renewal? Themes in the Labour History of Britain, 

1960–2010’, Labour History Review 75:2 (2010), P175 
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and sexual relations that conditioned these workers’ lives”.235 This is a fair observation 

when considering the display of Women and Work in the context reviewed by Horne. 

However, the revisiting of Women and Work by SLG in 2018 proved that this allowed 

for younger generations to not only understand the lives of the working-class women 

represented within the artwork, but to draw parallels with their own experiences in the 

nearly fifty years since the project was undertaken by Harrison, Hunt and Kelly. The 

Archive Display Revisiting Women and Work, shown at SLG from December 2018 

and February 2019 was “curated by the REcreative Editorial Board and students from 

MA Culture, Criticism and Curation at Central Saint Martins [...] and reflects on the 

relevance of Women and Work: A Document on the Division of Labour in Industry 

1973-1975 in 2018”.236 The organisation of a workshop and panel discussion allowed 

for issues around gender in the workplace to be explored, and participants were invited 

to contribute their own experiences.237 Therefore, the persistent legacy of Women and 

Work encourages modern audiences to interpret the artwork in a way which reflects 

their own experiences. This suggests an enduring relevance of the subject matter 

presented within the artwork and emphasises how it is imperative to address the issues 

within women’s contemporary experiences of work. 

 

 
235 Victoria Horne, ‘Institutional Dissonance’, Radical Philosophy 186 (July/ August 2014), 

P67 

 
236 ‘Archive Display: Revisiting Women And Work’ 

[https://Www.Southlondongallery.Org/Exhibitions/Revisiting-Women-And-Work-A-

Document-On-The-Division-Of-Labour-In-Industry-1973-75/], accessed 25th February 

2022. 
237 ‘Went To Work, Came Back (Workshop)’ 

[https://www.southlondongallery.org/events/went-to-work-came-back-workshop//], accessed 

25th February 2022. 
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https://www.southlondongallery.org/Exhibitions/Revisiting-Women-And-Work-A-Document-On-The-Division-Of-Labour-In-Industry-1973-75/
https://www.southlondongallery.org/events/went-to-work-came-back-workshop/
https://www.southlondongallery.org/exhibitions/revisiting-women-and-work-a-document-on-the-division-of-labour-in-industry-1973-75/


   
 

 

 

116 

Conclusion 

 

This analysis of Women and Work has presented the work of Harrison, Hunt and Kelly 

through the lens of a developing socially engaged art practice, within which artists 

acted as sociological researchers, presenting their findings to gallery audiences. The 

development of this socially engaged practice will be followed throughout this thesis, 

through the lens of those artworks that examined parallel developments within the 

field of women and work.  

 

Women and Work provides documentation of a hidden heritage of working-class 

women. There is an abundance of theoretical investigation relating to women and 

work, but there has been little evidence from the factory floor to support this. Women 

and Work provides this evidence, and the exploration of the artwork within Chapters 

One and Two advocates for the use of artworks as a historical resource. Through an 

analysis of Women and Work and the archive material relating to its production, this 

thesis has confirmed the conclusions of the existing literature surrounding the 

implementation of Equal Pay. The statistical elements presented within the artwork 

provides clear evidence of the way in which the employer, Metal Box Co., utilised 

loopholes to avoid implementing an effective policy of Equal Pay. They undertook a 

regrading of the roles performed by their employees, effectively lowering the grades 

of those that were mostly the preserve of women. This practice was commonplace, as 

the clauses that allowed such actions to take place were later repealed by the Equal 

Opportunities Commission.238  

 
238 Jeanne Gregory, ‘Equal Pay and Sex Discrimination: Why Women Are Giving up the 

Fight’, Feminist Review No. 10 (Spring, 1982), P77 
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This use of statistical evidence is supported by the inclusion of the daily schedules, 

names, and portraits of the women who worked at the factory, leaving a record of their 

lives that was first shown in their own community and is now held within the national 

collection of British art. Not only does Women and Work uncover a hidden heritage of 

working-class women, but it does so in a way that is accessible to a broader audience 

than a more conventional sociological study would appeal to. Yet, it is necessary to 

here reiterate that much material has been lost in the time between the display of 

Women and Work at SLG and the accession of the work by the Tate. The voices of 

these women have been lost, but their record remains – which it would not have done 

without Harrison, Hunt and Kelly creating an artwork about the women of Metal Box 

Co.  

 

 There are issues with how working-class women were represented within Women and 

Work, and the role of the artists in producing the artwork. Despite the contested nature 

of Women and Work, it illuminates the working lives of the women of the South 

London Metal Box Co. factory that would otherwise have remained invisible. It 

records their faces, their names, their daily routines. The lives of these women have 

been committed to historical record. Women and Work has an enduring legacy. It is 

held within the Tate collection, the national collection of art, and has been viewed by 

millions of visitors across the gallery spaces of Tate Britain and Tate Modern. The 

archival display of items relating to the artwork shown at SLG in 2018 afforded it 

contemporary relevance. Socially engaged practice is now championed by art 

institutions. In 2021, the Turner Prize shortlist consisted entirely of collectives for the 

first time; “all the nominees work closely and continuously with communities across 



   
 

 

 

118 

the breadth of the UK to inspire social change through art”.239 This turn towards social 

engagement within British art practice is one that should learn from the contested 

experience of socially engaged practice of the 1970s, and consider the legacy of their 

practice, and consider how best to represent working-class communities.  

 

Central to both the debate surrounding the implementation of Equal Pay, as considered 

within Women and Work, and the practice of the AU, was the call for stronger 

unionisation. Chapters Three and Four of this thesis consider how women’s 

unionisation and industrial action was examined within Berwick Street Film 

Collective’s 1975 film Nightcleaners.  

  

 
239 ‘Tate | Turner Prize Shortlist Announced’ [https://www.tate.org.uk/press/press-

releases/turner-prize-shortlist-announced-0], accessed 28th February 2022. 
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Chapter Three Unionisation and Industrial 

Action Part One 

Introduction 

 

This chapter explores the Night Cleaners’ Campaign through Berwick Street Film 

Collective’s 1975 film Nightcleaners. The Berwick Street Film Collective were Marc 

Karlin, Mary Kelly, James Scott, and Humphry Trevelyan. 240 May Hobbs, a night 

cleaner, first approached the International Socialists in October 1970, for their help in 

unionising night cleaners. 241 A relationship with the Berwick Street Film Collective 

began in the same month when they began to talk to May Hobbs about how they could 

help to organise night cleaners. 242 The group began filming the activities of the 

campaign in November 1970 and continued to do so until August 1972. Yet, the first 

showing of Nightcleaners did not take place until February 1975.  

 

There is a wealth of analysis on Nightcleaners from an art historical perspective, and 

this is an ever-expanding body of research. Most recently, in 2018 Koenig Books 

distributed a publication/boxset edited by Dan Kidner and Alex Sainsbury.243 Instead, 

this chapter uses Nightcleaners as a lens through which to understand the growing 

 
240 Mary Kelly produced Women and Work: A Document on the Division of Labour 1973-75, 

alongside Margaret Harrison and Kay Hunt. This work is the focus of Chapters One and 

Two of this thesis.  
241 International Socialists became the Socialist Workers Party in 1977. 
242 In a chronology of the night cleaners’ campaign and film by James Scott, it states that this 

discussion was with May and Chris Hobbs, who was her husband. Chronology of Night 

Cleaners Campaign and Film 1970-1975, Compiled by James Scott, 1975, in Dan Kidner 

and Alex Sainsbury (eds.) Nightcleaners + ’36 to ’77 London (2018)  
243 Dan Kidner and Alex Sainsbury, Nightcleaners + ’36 to ’77, Raven Row / Lux / Koenig 

Books (2018) 
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unionisation of women in Britain throughout the 1970s, and the wave of industrial 

action from groups of working women across the decade, starting in 1968. Archival 

material relating to the making of the film is consulted, including transcripts of 

interviews conducted during the production of Nightcleaners, alongside contemporary 

accounts of the campaign within feminist magazines, newspapers, and academic 

publications on labour law.  

 

This research builds upon existing historiography of the Night Cleaner’s Campaign, 

for example, the inclusion of the essay The Night Cleaners: An Assessment of the 

Campaign, in Sally Alexander’s Becoming a Woman (2008).244 However, this record 

of the campaign is framed within the history of the WLM, and the historians who 

documented this, like Sally Alexander and Sheila Rowbotham, who were involved in 

the Night Cleaners’ Campaign through their connection to Women’s Liberation. 

Instead, Nightcleaners is utilised here as a means of shifting the focus onto the voices 

of the working-class women of the campaign. The experiences of the women profiled 

within Nightcleaners are also visible within archival material, as accessed through the 

papers of socialist feminist historian Sheila Rowbotham, deposited at the Women’s 

Library, London School of Economics. This material provides an important 

counterpoint to the evidence located within the film. Although Rowbotham has her 

own interpretation of the campaign, these papers include transcripts of conversations 

with the night cleaners, an unedited account of how these women viewed the 

campaign, and indeed presented their own life stories.  

 

 
244 Sally Alexander, Becoming a woman: and other essays in 19th and 20th century feminist 

history, New York (2008) 
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This research offers an interdisciplinary approach to viewing the activities of the Night 

Cleaners’ Campaign, shifting the focus away from the art historical legacy of 

Nightcleaners, and instead towards the activism of those working-class women at the 

centre of the campaign. It has previously been explored from the perspective of the 

Women’s Liberation Workshop. Now prominent socialist feminist academics, Sheila 

Rowbotham and Sally Alexander’s writings on the campaign have allowed for its 

legacy to be continued.245 However, the purpose of this research is to instead shift the 

focus towards the night cleaners themselves, and therefore reframe the campaign 

within the history of working-class women and industrial action. This is something 

that has been recently explored within publications from George Stevenson and 

Jonathan Moss, in 2018 and 2019 respectively. 246 Stevenson explores the relationship 

between the activism of working-class women, and the involvement of the WLM 

within this. 247   

 

The interplay between working class women and WLM is examined within this thesis. 

The experiences of working-class women night cleaners are explored alongside the 

involvement of the largely middle class WLM. By viewing the campaign through the 

lens of Nightcleaners, this is from the perspective of the middle-class filmmakers. In 

 
245 Sheila Rowbotham, ‘Cleaners’ Organizing in Britain from the 1970s: A Personal 

Account’, Antipode (2006), Sheila Rowbotham, ‘Jolting Memory: Nightcleaners Recalled’, 

in Maria Ruido (ed.), Plan Rosebud: On Images, Sites and Politics of Memory, Santiago de 

Compostela (2008), Sally Alexander, ‘The Night Cleaners: An Assessment of the 

Campaign’, in Sally Alexander, Becoming a Woman, New York (1995), Sally Alexander, 

‘Afterword: Women’s Liberation in London in the 1970s’, in Ra Page (ed.), Protest: Stories 

of Resistance, London (2017). 
246 George Stevenson, The Women’s Liberation Movement and the Politics of Class in 

Britain, London (2018) 
247 Jonathan Moss, Women, Workplace protest and political identity in England, 1968–85, 

Manchester (2019) 
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taking such an approach, this research addresses the issues surrounding class 

representation, and the role of the artist as researcher. These socially engaged artists 

and filmmakers were a part of the burgeoning New Left, as were members of WLM, 

and by coming together in the Night Cleaners’ Campaign, this is demonstrative of the 

symbiotic relationship between artists and activists. However, this chapter shifts the 

focus away from artistic practice, and instead uses Nightcleaners as a means of 

refocusing the existing labour historiography, shifting focus onto the activism of 

working-class women in 1970s Britain. Another concern of this chapter is to 

understand the motivation for the creation of Nightcleaners, alongside its production 

and release, and in doing so analyses the way in which working class women are 

represented within the film. The Night Cleaners’ Campaign mobilised working 

women around issues of low pay and poor working conditions, and in examining the 

campaign, this chapter informs the existing labour historiography.  

 

The chapter takes a thematic approach to the representation of the campaign within 

Nightcleaners. It begins by introducing the Night Cleaners’ Campaign, its formation, 

activism, and achievements. The campaign is then placed within the historical context 

of the labour history of 1970s Britain, trade unionism, and the unionisation of working 

women. This is followed by an examination of the contemporary analysis of the 

campaign, within the national newspaper and television press, and contemporary 

academic publications that placed the campaign within the broader issue of contract 

cleaning and Fair Wages Resolutions. The relationship between the trade union 

movement and WLM is then examined through the lens of its involvement in the Night 

Cleaners’ Campaign. The campaign is placed within a wider context of other 

prominent cases of industrial action performed by women in 1970s Britain. The 
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arguments presented within the following two chapters have been formulated by 

consulting a wealth of sources; transcripts of interviews used within Nightcleaners, 

archival papers relating to the campaign, contemporary pamphlets, reproductions of 

historical material, contemporary feminist magazines, contemporary newspaper 

articles, reports of Parliamentary debates, government reports, contemporary 

academic publications, feminist analysis of women’s waged work, memoirs of 

Women’s Liberation Activists, and the leader of the campaign May Hobbs, and 

interviews with filmmakers, alongside historiographical and art historiographical 

texts.  

 

This empirical analysis helps to address the question of whether the making of 

Nightcleaners can be seen as a form of middle-class feminist appropriation of working 

women’s experiences. Similarly, the archival investigation helps to clarify whether the 

making of the film can be read as either a moment of working-class women’s class-

consciousness, or as a consciousness raising exercise for the WLM. As exemplified 

within the historiography, there is evidence that the industrial action of working-class 

women of 1970s Britain was appropriated by WLM as evidence of feminist 

consciousness.248 Instead, this investigation reveals that the relationship between 

female trade unionists and Women’s Liberation Groups was a symbiotic one.  

 

 
248 “Thus, for the Women’s Liberation Movement, Trico was not just an equality strike but 

an adoption by the women of a feminist consciousness based around fighting for one of the 

movement’s founding principles.” George Stevenson, ‘The Forgotten Strike: Equality, 

Gender, and Class in the Trico Equal Pay Strike’, Labour History Review 81:2 (2016), pp. 

156-158 
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Historical Context: Female Unionisation and Industrial Action  

 

The Night Cleaners’ Campaign sits within a wider context of women’s trade unionism 

in 1970s Britain. Women campaigned for better working conditions, fair pay, and 

representation. More broadly, the unionisation of women must first be placed within 

the context of the labour history of 1970s Britain, a period of turbulent industrial 

unrest. Although Trade Union membership peaked in 1979, their public popularity had 

fallen by this time. The Winter of Discontent, a series of strikes across industries and 

the public sector from 1978-79, was portrayed by the media and those on the right as 

an over-exertion of power by trade unions, calling into question the power of the 

British state. The unions were widely perceived to have brought down governments in 

1970, 1974, and 1979. However, “expectations of the capability of government had 

by the 1970s risen to an extent that any government would have found it hard to meet 

them”.249  

 

By the close of the decade, with the Thatcher government gaining power in 1979, it 

was believed that the post-war consensus had come to an end. This ‘socialist’ 

consensus was blamed for the supposed national decline by Thatcher, yet this idea of 

‘consensus’ has been contested. Jim Phillips has argued that rather than using the term 

consensus to describe this post-war power balance, the term stalemate is more 

appropriate, one between the working and middle classes, but that “the industrial basis 

of this stalemate - high levels of employment in strongly unionised sectors of the 

economy - was gradually crumbling in the early 1970s as deindustrialisation gathered 

 
249 Lawrence Black, Hugh Pemberton and Pat Thane (eds.), Reassessing 1970s Britain 

Manchester (2013), pp. 7-8 
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pace”.250 Indeed, the power of market forces were blamed by the Equal Opportunities 

Commission in its 1980 Annual Report, where they stated that “the past five years 

have been the most unhelpful and least propitious five years in the post-war period in 

which to embark upon the task of promoting equal opportunities for women”.251 

Women did suffer greater disadvantage from the decade’s recession than men, with 

their relative unemployment rising and a fall in part-time employment. This was 

explored further by Irene Bruegel’s theory of women as ‘The Reserve Army of 

Labour’ in 1979, where she stated that “it is part-time women workers who form an 

increasing proportion of women workers […] who conform most closely to the model 

of women as a disposable reserve army”.252 Bruegel goes on to state that the expansion 

of the service industry went hand in hand with the expansion of women’s paid 

employment in the post-war period. Less vulnerable than other employment sectors, 

they have allowed women a certain protection for employment in times of recession. 

This continuing expansion of the service sector is protected by the cheapness of female 

labour, and the low pay of women virtually precludes a takeover by men, even when 

unemployment is high. The low pay of the night cleaners, as women working part-

time throughout a period of recession and high unemployment, fits this narrative of 

the disposable reserve army.  

 

This relationship between the part-time employment and low pay of women workers 

is explored further by Jane Lewis, who argued that part-time women workers are even 

 
250 Jim Phillips, ‘The 1972 Miners' Strike: Popular Agency and Industrial Politics in Britain’, 

Contemporary British History 20:2 (2006) 
251 Brian Chiplin and Peter J. Sloane, Tackling Discrimination at the Workplace: An Analysis 

of Sex Discrimination in Britain Cambridge (1982), P126 
252 Irene Bruegel, ‘The Reserve Army of Labour 1974-1979’ in Feminist Review (ed.), 

Waged Work: A Reader London (1986), P49 
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more concentrated in low-paid jobs. Lewis wrote this account two decades after the 

Night Cleaners’ Campaign took place, and here stated how “catering and cleaning 

jobs, for example, in which 64 per cent of the workforce is female, are also poorly 

unionised, which is a major factor in accounting for low pay”.253 Therefore, suggesting 

that, by unionising, mostly female workforces were able to lobby their employers for 

better pay. However, this was a statement made in the early 1990s, suggesting that 

women cleaners continued to be ‘poorly unionised’ in the decades that followed the 

Night Cleaners’ Campaign of the 1970s. In the early 1970s, the campaign ran in 

parallel to government attempts to withhold union power. The Industrial Relations Act 

of 1971 was introduced by Edward Heath’s Conservative government, a bill that 

“reflected and ‘partially implemented [...] Labour’s own In Place of Strife’”.254 This 

was a White Paper published by Harold Wilson’s government at the end of 1968 in an 

attempt to solve the debilitating level of unofficial strikes and economically 

detrimental ‘restrictive practices’ within British Industrial Relations since Labour 

returned to power in 1964. Extensive opposition to the bill, both within the Labour 

Party and amongst trade unions, represented a threat to the government. A Royal 

Commission on Trade Union and Employers’ Associations was created, and chaired 

by Lord Donovan, which rejected the implementation of state intervention in industrial 

relations in 1968. Labour was defeated in the election of 1970, “partly as a result of 

the failure and divisions of its own industrial relations legislation in 1969”, and this 

left industrial relations reform in the hands of Edward Heath. 255 The Industrial 

 
253 Jane Lewis, Women in Britain since 1945: Women, Family, Work and the State in the 

Post-War Years London (1992), P81 
254 Stephen Meredith, ‘A ‘Brooding Oppressive Shadow’? The Labour Alliance, the ‘Trade 

Union Question’, and the Trajectory of Revisionist Social Democracy, c. 1969–1975’, 

Labour History Review 82:3, pp. 262-263  
255 ibid.  
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Relations Act of 1971 was passed despite Labour and trade union opposition, but the 

act was undermined by a wave of unrest and conflict from the autumn of 1971. 

However, the act “sought to introduce legal controls of industrial relations by the 

compulsory ‘registration’ of trade unions and the regulation of union-employer 

agreements, enforceable by fines or imprisonment”.256  The Cleaners Action Group 

[CAG] was, at this point in the early 1970s, not affiliated with the T&GWU, and 

instead “was on the outside looking in when it came to the world of trade unionism. 

Neither May Hobbs, Jean Mormont nor Jean Wright had experience in negotiating 

trade union structures”.257 May Hobbs began to insist that the cleaners of the Night 

Cleaners’ Campaign should have their own branch of the T&GWU but come the 

summer of 1971 the campaign was at an impasse with the union. Rowbotham 

discussed how there were several ideas as to how to progress from this deadlock, with 

Women’s Liberation Workshop members advocating for women’s unions, or for a 

Cleaner’s Co-operative. There was an argument that the cleaners were too vulnerable 

as it was. But “leafleters began drifting away, including the International Socialist 

women who went looking for the revolution elsewhere. By the autumn only a handful 

of us were left to produce an issue of the Women’s Liberation Workshop magazine 

Shrew on the night cleaners”.258 This is a loaded statement, which I will return to when 

discussing the tensions between middle-class socialist feminist activists and the 

working-class women of the Night Cleaners’ Campaign. This also indicates the 

significance of the feminist press for both the Women’s Liberation Workshop and the 

promotion of the Night Cleaners’ Campaign itself. The Industrial Relations Bill, and 

 
256 ibid. 
257 Sheila Rowbotham, ‘Cleaners’ Organizing in Britain from the 1970s: A Personal 

Account’, Antipode (2006), pp. 611-612 
258 ibid. 
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subsequently the Industrial Relations Act, were discussed across three issues of Shrew 

magazine. In Issue No. 3 there is an article about the “December 8th march against the 

Industrial Relations Bill”, which was to take place in 1970. Not only does this outline 

that the “projected Tory legislation will drastically hit the working class (and 

especially its women)”, but also that night cleaners joined members of the workshop, 

in marching against the bill under the banner of Women’s Liberation Workshop. 259 

 The article exemplified the hostility that women faced within the trade union 

movement at this time: 

When we reached Hyde Park, there was a rally organised by the SOGAT 

[Society of Graphical and Allied Trades] union, and several speakers held 

forth from a 15-foot platform. There was no women among them, so we went 

and asked permission for a woman unionist from our group to speak in order 

to point out the importance of women’s concern and solidarity. We were 

refused, and when we persisted, an official on the platform said: ‘Going to 

strip for us then?’260 

 

This exemplified how women were excluded from trade union structures, and that 

even in resisting government action to weaken the trade union movement, the 

solidarity of women workers was shunned by male trade unionists. This notion that 

women workers “must have the right to strike” was under threat from the Industrial 

Relations Act of 1971, unless they were to organise within existing trade union 

frameworks. 261 Indeed, within the following issue of Shrew, an article that detailed a 

meeting organised by the Notting Hill Women’s Liberation Workshop mentions how 

“May Hobbs of the T&GWU night cleaners” spoke at the event. 262 This suggests that 

the CAG had become affiliated with the T&GWU come 9th January 1971, one month 

following the march against the Industrial Relations Bill.  

 
259 ‘December 8th march against the Industrial Relations Bill’, Shrew no.3, pp.20-21 
260 ibid. 
261 ibid. 
262 ‘Industrial Relations Bill’, Shrew no.4, P8 
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However, this discussion of the hostility of some male trade unionists is not to dismiss 

the role which some women played within existing trade union frameworks. As stated 

within the same article, May Hobbs spoke at this meeting alongside Audrey Wise of 

the Shop Workers Union, USDAW. At this meeting, May Hobbs stated that the bill 

“is very important for women because they are farthest behind in the industrial field 

and there is some sign now that they are fighting back”.263 This fight back is something 

which continued throughout 1971 and demonstrated within later issues of Shrew. In 

Volume 3, Number 8 of the magazine, published in September 1971, there was an 

article entitled Women Against the Industrial Relations Act. This suggested that WLM 

were not only concerned with the four demands outlined at the National WLM 

Conference in Oxford in 1970, which “reflected a socialist understanding of the 

significance of the family under capitalism”.264 The middle-class dominance of WLM 

is exemplified by Sue Bruley, who, in discussing the activity of the movement in 

provincial towns, stated that the informal grouping of mainly working-class lesbians, 

The Bradford Dykes, “complained that WLM conferences were too middle-class and 

working-class women were not listened to”.265 Although this was in reference to the 

growing lesbian presence within the movement c. 1976-77, this disconnect between 

middle-class and working-class activists within the movement is evident from its very 

beginning. This friction between middle-class activists and working-class women will 

be explored further within this chapter, in discussion of transcripts of conversations 

 
263 ibid. 
264 These demands were for “equal pay, equal opportunity, access to free contraception and 

abortion on demand, and twenty-four-hour nurseries”  Jeska Rees, ‘A Look Back at Anger: 

the Women’s Liberation Movement in 1978’, Women's History Review, 19:3, 2010, pp. pp. 

339-340  
265 Sue Bruley, ‘Women's Liberation at the Grass Roots: a view from some English towns, 

c.1968–1990’, Women's History Review 25:5 (2016), pp. 727-728 
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between night cleaning women and Berwick Street Film Collective’s Marc Karlin. 

However, Women Against the Industrial Relations Act suggests an understanding of, 

and solidarity with, the impact that the Industrial Relations Act had upon the working 

class, and working-class women especially. The issue itself is introduced with an 

article entitled Women’s Places, which suggested an early self-awareness of these 

issues; “we wanted to know the relation of a primarily middle-class movement to 

working-class women”.266 However, this is not to discount the shortcomings of the 

movement’s relationship with working-class women, but rather to examine the 

positive intentions in supporting working-class struggles, and the idea of collective 

struggle. The article stated that: 

This Act is an attack on the whole working class, and that includes women, but 

women in industry have almost no representation on the shop floor. They have 

always been ignored by men who call themselves militants. Now that we are 

all attacked these men expect us to join in defence of our class and we will join. 

The question is: Are they going to join with us? When women are under attack, 

then the whole working class is under attack. When women are forced to accept 

low wages, this threatens the higher wages that men have won through 

struggle. If the men’s pay packet doesn’t feed the family, the first to suffer is 

the woman.267 

 

The implication of this statement is that the struggle of working-class women is not as 

clear cut as the concept of class struggle, and that indeed there is conflict within the 

working class, between men and women. This turn towards considering the 

intersections within the working class is suggested further within the article. Later it 

stated that “Black women especially are confined to the lowest paid jobs, and for us 

nursing is one of the few alternatives to factory work”.268 The way in which this 

statement was worded suggests that this article was written by a Black, working-class 

 
266 ‘Women’s Places’, Shrew vol. 3 no. 8 (September 1971), P2 
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woman, who was active within the WLM. This not only indicates the presence of 

Black, working-class women within the movement, but that Black, working-class 

women had the platform to publish articles within its literature. This suggests that there 

was a greater intersectionality within the movement from its early years than is 

reflected within existing historiography. Indeed, this article carries the message that 

“we can only defeat the Industrial Relations Act if we are a united force/ The only 

basis for that unity is that the needs of every section of the working class are respected 

and fought for”, therefore implying that the nuances of class struggle were recognised 

and indeed advocated by the WLM. 269   

 

The Industrial Relations Act was repealed by the Trade Union and Labour Relations 

Act 1974, with the Labour Party’s return to power under Harold Wilson. Pre-

emptively, Sarah Boston has described this as “fortunate [...] for the trade union 

movement, and for women workers in particular”.270 However, come 1976 there was 

a crisis, as Britain was forced to borrow money from the International Monetary Fund, 

resulting in cuts in public spending. These cuts were protested by the Working 

Women’s Charter Campaign, not only with a concern for the threat of unemployment 

for those women working in the public sector, but also from the viewpoint of women 

as consumers of the social services.271 These cuts increased the burden on women who 

bore the responsibility to provide these services, something that will be explored 

further within Chapter Five of this thesis.  

 

Jim Phillips has stated that “the politicisation of industrial relations in the 1960s and 
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1970s is an established component of Britain’s later twentieth-century economic, 

labour and industrial relations history”, and it is within this history that the events of 

the Night Cleaners’ Campaign must be contextualised.272 The 1970s were a critical 

turning point within post-war British history. Revisionists have interpreted the decade 

as one of crisis, but more recent analysis of this period has allowed for new 

interpretations. Colin Hay has discussed the popular memory of the decade, 

culminating with the Winter of Discontent of 1978-79, “in which ‘Britain was under 

siege’ from ‘militant trade unionists’ and their extremist leaders”.273 Lawrence Black 

and Hugh Pemberton have argued that the decade has been widely misrepresented. 

Popular memory of Britain in the 1970s is of a dismal, benighted decade, with 

representations of decade often “wrapped in declinist rhetoric”. Yet, Peter Hall argued 

that this convulsive moment, once stripped of the idea of ‘social panic’, is one in which 

“the prevailing policy paradigm broke open the policy process and then led to a 

political battle of ideas”, within which the ‘marketplace in economic ideas’ 

flourished.274 Camilla Schofield et al. have taken this argument further, and discussed 

how “the 1970s was a key moment in the spread of a popular, aspirational form of 

individualism in post-war Britain”. The rise of popular individualism was not the 

result of Thatcher, but instead a cause of it.275 Both rising Trade Union membership 

and the activism of the WLM can be viewed through this lens of popular 

individualism.  

 
272 Jim Phillips, ‘Industrial relations, historical contingencies and political economy: Britain 

in the 1960s and 1970s’ Labour History Review, 72:3, December 2007, pp. 215-216 
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The motivation of working-class women through their participation in strikes or 

industrial action has previously been viewed through the lens of class struggle. John 

Kelly stated that: 

By the mid-1970s a wide range of traditionally moderate and peaceful 

workers, many of them women, had embarked on strike action, many for the 

first time in their lives […] to strike against your employer in a traditionally 

peaceful industry or sector signifies a major advance in class consciousness 

on the part of some of the strikers.276 

 

Kelly’s understanding of women as “traditionally moderate and peaceful workers” can 

easily be rebuffed. The wave of industrial actions performed by working-class women 

throughout the late 1960s and 1970s in Britain is not the first of its kind. They can be 

placed within a longer history of women’s strikes. The first demands for equal pay 

took place in the 1830s, and began to resurface again in the 1880s, with the growth of 

the women’s suffrage movement and representation of unskilled workers by trade 

unions. The first TUC Equal Pay resolution was proposed in 1888. In the early 20th 

Century, the National Federation of Women Workers began to unionise women, and 

although dismissed by contemporary male trade unionists as ‘the work of middle-class 

do-gooders’, the organisation had been particularly successful in some of the small 

‘sweated’ factories in London, and in less traditionally female trades outside of the 

capital.277 Kelly positions women’s strike action as signifying ‘a major advance in 

class consciousness’. This lens of class consciousness is one through which Marxist 

labour historians have viewed the industrial action of working-class women in 1970s 

Britain. 

 
276 John Kelly, Trade Unions and Socialist Politics London (1988), P108 
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Running parallel to this is the interpretation of some feminist labour historians, who 

instead view this action through the lens of consciousness raising. For example, Sarah 

Boston, in the third edition of Women Workers and the Trade Unions, published in 

2015, stated that “in the 1970s women influenced by feminist ideas […] had begun to 

make demands of their unions. Those demands increased and broadened during the 

late 1970s and early 1980s, reflecting the growth of the women’s movement”.278 

Instead, analysis from Jeska Rees suggested that the publicising of WLM in the late 

1960s was “coming on the heels of militant industrial action by women workers 

demanding equal pay at Ford’s British manufacturing plant”.279 Further to this, George 

Stevenson has suggested that the action of WLM instead sat alongside the 

contemporary actions of working-class women, and that “the proliferation of both 

WLM groups and industrial militancy by working-class women throughout the 1970s 

serves to underline the significance of 1968 as a turning point in the nature of the 

British Women’s Movement and the arrival of, if not a new ‘wave’, then a more 

aggressive stage of the struggle for liberation and equality”.280 This instead suggests 

that there was a common aim of both movements, and as explored further within this 

chapter, there was a symbiotic relationship between those women campaigning for 

union recognition and those making the demands of the WLM.  

 

However, caution should be exercised when inferring meaning onto the Night 

Cleaners’ Campaign. Marxist labour historians have placed the growing unionisation 
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of working-class women within a wider narrative of class consciousness, whilst 

feminist labour historians have placed this within the context of consciousness raising. 

The production of Nightcleaners incurs the motivations of the Berwick Street Film 

Collective themselves, and in utilising the film as documentation of the campaign, it 

must be done so in a way that the perspective of the filmmakers to not shape the way 

in which the narratives of the night cleaners are viewed. This representation of 

working-class women by middle-class members of the collective is shaped by their 

own interpretations, as politically motivated film makers, therefore shaping the 

narrative of the working-class women profiled within Nightcleaners. The campaign 

was just one of several prominent cases of industrial action performed by British 

women in the 1970s. These events were preceded by the equal pay strike at Ford’s 

Dagenham factory in 1968. This took place as the WLM was emerging in Britain, and 

this: 

[H]ad a ‘formative’ influence on the Women’s Liberation Movement’s 

ideology, primarily through underlining the importance of ‘cross-class 

alliances’ between women. This link remained fundamental to many feminists 

throughout the Women’s Liberation Movement’s existence through its 

theoretical concerns, activism and press coverage. Indeed, women’s strikes 

were frequently the subject of special issues or reports in publications like 

Shrew, Spare Rib, Socialist Woman and Red Rag.281  

 

The Fakenham Occupation of 1972 was championed by Women’s Liberation Groups 

and received support from the Women’s Workshop of the Artists’ Union (as discussed 

within Chapter One). This was profiled within the May 1975 edition of Spare Rib, 

detailing the crisis of how “three years after their occupation of a shoe factory in 

Fakenham, Norfolk, the women have found that they are in exactly the same position 

 
281 George Stevenson, ‘The Women's Movement and ‘Class Struggle’: gender, class 

formation and political identity in women's strikes, 1968–78.’, Women's History Review, 

25:5, pp. 741-742 



   
 

 

 

136 

as they were then”.282 Fakenham Enterprises was the company set up by the women 

who occupied Sextons and Everard for eighteen months when the firm went bankrupt, 

wanting to work for themselves. Those women now working for Fakenham 

Enterprises had found that they were totally dependent on the firms which handed out 

the work, and there were times that there was not enough work for all the women. The 

limitations of support from Women’s Liberation, socialist and Marxist groups were 

addressed within the article: 

They told me that women in London started a support group during the period 

of the occupation and helped by getting orders for the women in Fakenham, 

but this folded after a number of months. Members of the International 

Socialists visited the women regularly, and at one time copies of Socialist 

Worker could be seen lying around the room. International Marxist Group 

gave the women some orders, but on one occasion when the goods were made 

up, they weren't collected.283 

 

This suggests that although support from these groups was established, they failed to 

keep the momentum required to support Fakenham Enterprises in the years following 

its inception. This reflects the issue faced within the Night Cleaners’ Campaign in 

retaining the support of Women’s Liberation Groups in leafleting for the campaign. 

Indeed, George Stevenson acknowledged that “the perspective of feminists active in 

the campaign reflected that it dissipated partly because of ‘the yawning class gulf 

between the [WLM] leafleters and the cleaners’”.284 This suggested that there was an 

issue facing the relationship between the working-class women performing industrial 

action and the middle-class women of the liberation movement, and that this centred 

on class.  
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However, the relationship between striking women and the WLM continued to 

develop throughout the decade. The Trico Strike gained the support of Women’s 

Liberation Groups, as demonstrated within articles from Spare Rib and Shrew. Sarah 

Boston has stated that “of all the equal pay strikes the one that attracted the most public 

attention and support from the sectors of the trade union movement was the strike of 

women workers at the Trico factory in Brentford in 1976”.285 In addition to a number 

of articles written about the strike that were published in Spare Rib from August 1796 

- March 1977, it was also featured across four pages of Issue 12 of Shrew, under the 

headline They’ve won! Trico Women Strike. Here it stated that “this dispute is the first 

major strike by women for equal pay since the passing of the Equal Pay Act in 

International Women’s Year [1975]”.286 After a year of negotiating for equal pay, 

nearly 400 women came out on strike that summer, at the windscreen wiper factory in 

Brentford, West London. Again, the article acknowledges the relationship between the 

WLM and the strike; “individual women, from within the movement who have 

become involved in the strike, have found it a valuable experience because they have 

had first-hand contact with one kind of action that is necessary if the demands of the 

movement are to become a reality”.287 Betty, one of the shop stewards on the Trico 

picket line, was interviewed within the feature, and when asked about the women’s 

movement, and whether she was interested in women’s issues, gave an answer 

indicating that union activities, alongside domestic responsibilities, took precedence 

over the women’s movement:  

I’ve never taken part because my union activities start at 8 o’clock in the 

morning and finish at 5 o’clock in the evening, full stop. I have a family - well, 

I have a daughter and a grand-daughter, and of course my husband - they take 

preference when I walk out at 5 o’clock. I have gone to branch meetings and 
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so forth, but as far as women’s organisations are concerned, no, I haven’t 

really anticipated any of these things. As I say, I read about them, and I 

watched them with interest. But they have been tremendous with us.288 

 

This suggests, as with the interview with Muriel in the previous issue of Shrew, and 

transcripts of interviews between Marc Karlin and women from the Night Cleaners’ 

Campaign, that there was widespread support for the WLM amongst women, 

particularly those who were engaged in trade union issues. Yet, this did not translate 

into membership of these groups, due to existing commitments within the lives of 

these women, whether this be domestic responsibilities, or union activities. Therefore, 

this can account for the limited involvement of working-class women within the 

Women’s Liberation Groups, and that rather than class conflict presenting a barrier to 

working class women joining the movement, it was the lack of time available within 

the lives of working-class women in 1970s Britain that did not allow for this. However, 

it was not just the support of other women that the Trico strike garnered, but the 

support of men. Here, Betty stated that:  

The men who have supported us, some of them have been very good and they 

work in the background. They help provide us with transport if we asked to go 

and speak at particular meetings, they provide transport to go round the 

factories and collect monies in for the hardship fund. As I say, in the main 

they’ve - most of them have been quite good, but you do have the odd one or 

two, naturally, who want to take the whole issue over.289 

 

This suggests that in cases of industrial action performed by women, male trade 

unionists would support their activity, suggesting that class was more significant than 

gender in this case, that although this was a strike for equal pay, some men did support 

this, and it was an exercise in class solidarity. Yet, gender and class were not the only 

intersections at play in the industrial action of women in 1970s Britain.  
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In August 1976, workers from the Grunwick photo-processing laboratories in Brent, 

North London, where many South Asian women were employed, walked out in protest 

against their treatment by the managers. They were led by Jayaben Desai, and soon 

joined a trade union, the Association of Professional, Executive, Clerical and 

Computer Staff (APEX). Desai and her colleagues spent months picketing outside of 

the factory, the cause was taken up by the wider trade union movement, and by June 

1977 there were marches in support of the strike, attracting more than 20,000 people.  

 

The Scarman Inquiry, published in August 1977, recommended that “Grunwick 

should therefore offer re-employment to all those strikers who before the dispute were 

full time employees of the company and who wish to be taken back”, and that “we 

have no doubt that union representation, if properly encouraged and responsibly 

exercised, could in the future help the company as well as its employees”.290 However, 

the report also acknowledged that “the government has under review the law relating 

to picketing”.291 The mobilisation of the trade union movement in support of the 

strikers was a factor in the outlawing of secondary picketing by Thatcher’s 

Conservative government in the 1980s. The mobilisation of the trade union movement 

in the 1970s was instrumental in the election of Thatcher in 1979, and subsequently 

the erosion of trade union power during her time in office. Indeed, as identified by 

Jack McGowan, the significance of Grunwick extends far beyond the subject of this 

thesis: 

Grunwick can be invoked, as by Thatcher in 1984, as a shared rallying point 

of victory for the Right, within the Conservative Party and beyond, over the 
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once ‘over-mighty subjects beyond the law’, the Trades Unions; and thus a 

crucial early triumph for ‘Thatcherism’ en route to hegemony over economic 

and industrial policy. For many on the Labour centre and centre-right, 

Grunwick marked the beginning of the end of the sought-after unity of a Social 

Contract to bind the broad church of the Labour movement. It therefore 

constitutes a nodal point in the impending split which spawned the Social 

Democratic Party and contributed to Labour’s consignment to Opposition 

between 1979 and 1997.292 

 

Although Grunwick traverses the intersections of class, gender, and race, at the time 

it was examined as a case of class conflict. Joe Rogaly’s Grunwick was published in 

1977 and described by Jack McGowan as remaining to be “a commendable instant 

history”.293 Here, Rogaly stated that “Britain is still two nations. The class conflict 

continues, a farce like the one at Grunwick is a wonderful opportunity, some would 

say too good to miss, for ‘us’ to jerk the knee into the groin and the boot into the face 

of ‘them’”.294 Indeed, the industrial action of working-class women more broadly can 

be seen as an exercise in class conflict, rather than an extension of the WLM. As can 

be seen within this chapter, these working-class women were supportive of the cause 

of Women’s Liberation and were in dialogue with the middle-class women of the 

movement, building a symbiotic relationship of sisterly solidarity.  However, these 

women were first and formost trade unionists. Indeed, George Stevenson has stated 

that: 

They [Trico strikers] were linked with other workers of both genders, not only 

women, and identified with the trade union movement rather than women’s 

liberation. In this sense, they reflected similar traits of situating themselves as 

‘typical’ workers in the same way as recent research on the Grunwick dispute 

has suggested were key to the strikers there.295  
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However, Grunwick was different, in that the strike was led by Jayaben Desai, a 

working-class woman who was not affiliated with a union, and it was not until after 

industrial action had begun that Desai and her colleagues joined APEX. The reason 

for this being that the management at Grunwick prevented their employees from 

unionising. Yet, the influence for the strike was that of the activities of trade unions, 

which Desai had been watching on television:  

All this time I have been watching the strikes and I realised that the workers 

are the people who give their blood for the management and that they should 

have good conditions, good pay and should be well fed. The trade unions are 

the best thing here — they are not so powerful in other countries.296 

 

In fact, this union power admired by Desai was quashed as an indirect result of the 

great support that they gave to the action at Grunwick. As detailed in the August 1977 

issue of Spare Rib, “after nearly a year of diligent picketing the 85 strikers seem to 

have almost been obscured by the media mob stories which have dominated the news 

for a month, and even by the charisma surrounding the lions on the Labour 

movement”.297 Yet, the significance of this support is again, reflected in the words of 

Jayaben Desai: 

And before, the trade unions in this country were feeling that our [Asian] 

community was not interested - that was always a gap in our community. But 

this will bring the distance nearer. We can all see the result - people coming 

here from all over the country are seeing us as part of the workers now.298 

 

Therefore, the significance of Grunwick was its profiling of Asian women as a part of 

a wider trade union movement, as members of the working class. As wider trade union 

support, and in turn media attention, turned to the actions of Grunwick, the impact of 
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this could be seen in the actions of other working-class women of colour throughout 

Britain.299 

 

The Night Cleaners’ Campaign, the Ford Dagenham Strike, the Fakenham 

Occupation, the Trico Strike, and the Grunwick Dispute, although significant, only 

scratch the surface of industrial action undertaken by women in 1970s Britain. These 

were recorded within socialist feminist magazines, with Red Rag Issue 5 and Red Rag 

Issue 8, detailing “Striking Progress” from 1972-1973, and 1973-1974 respectively. 

These were lists of women’s strikes, details of which were taken from The Morning 

Star and Socialist Worker. As identified within these articles, they “are not necessarily 

a complete list of all of the action women had taken at work in the last year”, but what 

is notable about them is that they are taken from socialist publications with a broader 

readership, and therefore bringing to light the actions performed by working women 

to those engaged with leftist rhetoric, not just those who were engaged with the 

feminist press. Additionally, this list grew from three pages detailing 51 cases of 

striking progress from 1972 to 1973, to four pages detailing 76 cases of striking 

progress from 1973-74.300 This was exemplary of further strike action from working 

women, and with this a growing presence within the socialist consciousness. The 

visibility of these actions continued to solidify the position of women within the 

broader trade union movement, as the unionisation of women increased, along with 

their performance of industrial action.  
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However, the visibility of women within the narrative of rising trade union power in 

1970s Britain does not correlate with the significance of their actions. Indeed, the 

‘Winter of Discontent’ of 1978-79 is deemed to be “the most memorable of all” in the 

popular imagination of the 1970s.301 The actions of Grunwick, which dominated the 

media over a year beforehand in July 1977, “increasingly signified an overarching 

national debate that was moving rapidly up the political agenda”.302 This suggests that 

the union power demonstrable in the actions which pertained to the Winter of 

Discontent was alluded to within the widespread support for the workers of Grunwick 

across the British trade union movement. Yet, popular memory and 1970s 

historiography instead turns its attention to miners’ strikes or the Winter of Discontent, 

and this is a narrative of the industrial action of the decade which is dominated by 

ideas of masculinity. As Tara Martin identifies in her study of working class women’s 

activism within this period, “while male-dominated manufacturing unions were key 

players in the disputes, female-dominated, service-sector unions, many of the largest 

in the nation at that time, also led strikes across Britain”.303 Therefore, by shifting 

attention towards the unionisation of women, through the lens of the Night Cleaners’ 

Campaign, this chapter places this action within the historical context of unionisation 

and strike action of women in 1970s Britain.  
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The Night Cleaners’ Campaign 

 

The scale of the night cleaning trade is outlined within an article published in Red Rag; 

[there are] “between 2 and 3 thousand night cleaners in England, of which about 1,800 

are working in London. This is probably an underestimate as many women work 

without cards, moving from job to job”.304 Women formed 88 percent of the workforce 

in the cleaning industry, and therefore in situating the Night Cleaners’ Campaign 

within labour historiography, this can shed light upon a large section of working 

women in 1970s Britain.305  

 

In an assessment of the Night Cleaners’ Campaign within Issue 6 of Red Rag, Sally 

Alexander stated that it “occupies a special position in the history of the women’s 

movement. [Illustration 11. ‘The Night Cleaners: An Assessment of the Campaign’, 

Red Rag no. 6] It was the first time, in London at least, that women’s liberation became 

actively involved in a struggle amongst working women to organise themselves”.306 

This involvement of the WLM is the lens through which the Night Cleaners’ 

Campaign has been assessed previously, as a moment within the historiography of the 

movement. When not viewed in this context, the campaign has been seen through the 

art historical interpretation of Nightcleaners, but here the focus has instead been on 

the aesthetic value of the film. However, the purpose of its examination within this 

thesis is to instead reframe the Night Cleaners’ Campaign within the context of labour 
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history, and to shift the focus onto the activism of the working-class women of the 

CAG.  

 

This relationship between the WLM and the Night Cleaners’ Campaign began in 

October 1970. May Hobbs, a night office cleaner, had been trying to organise her 

colleagues for the previous eight years. She approached the International Socialists, 

who directed her to the Dalston Women’s Liberation Workshop. Sheila Rowbotham 

put a note in the Women’s Liberation Workshop newsletter about the conditions of 

the night cleaners, and “a crowd of women and one man packed into [Rowbotham’s] 

bedroom in Hackney, East London, to hear May Hobbs tell [them] about her efforts to 

organise cleaners. The Night Cleaners Campaign had begun”.307 The women of the 

International Socialists and the Women’s Liberation Workshop began to leaflet 

cleaners outside of their buildings of work, urging them to join the Transport and 

General Workers' Union [T&GWU]. 

 

The December 1971 issue of Shrew was a Night Cleaners ‘Special Issue’. 

[Illustration 12. Nightcleaners Special Issue, Shrew vol. 3 no. 9] This was produced 

by those members of the Women’s Liberation Workshop that were involved in the 

campaign; Liz and Lucy Waugh, Sally Alexander, and Mary Kelly.308 The first 

article, concerning night cleaners and Women’s Liberation, detailed the events from 

the start of the campaign in October 1970 to October 1971, and a list of the demands 

of the CAG, alongside details of the conditions of night cleaning work. This outline 

of conditions of work stated that cleaners worked long hours, generally from 10pm 
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to 6am, that they receive low pay, of around £12, and after tax, insurance and fares 

are subtracted, cleaners can be left with only about £6.309 Cleaners had no security 

and could be sacked without notice. They often did not get holiday pay. The hard, 

physically tiring work was compounded by the understaffing of buildings. There was 

no protection for night cleaners, as the Factory Acts did not apply to them.310 There 

was no restriction on night work, and even very young, or pregnant women could 

work all night. It was difficult to get compensation for accidents at work, as cleaning 

contractors were likely to deny responsibility.311  

 

In her autobiography, Born to Struggle, May Hobbs detailed how the CAG was 

formed, following her dismissal from a cleaning supervisor role at an undisclosed 

location: 

[T]he pressure was on and I was already blacklisted. From that moment going 

around and organising the cleaners became a full-time job for me, especially 

the night cleaners, who to my mind were the worst exploited. I enlisted the help 

of anybody who would be willing to give up an hour of their time once a week 

to go around the office blocks and start talking to the cleaners themselves. We 

formed ourselves into the Cleaners Action Group and printed leaflets saying 

that all cleaners should join the union [T&GWU], while at the same time 

pointing out that they could not expect big increases overnight and would have 

to do their bit to keep the union on its toes.312 

 

The demands of the group were outlined within a special edition of Shrew. The main 

issue facing the night cleaners was that of pay, with other demands relating to general 
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working conditions. They demanded £18.75 per week wages, sick pay, two weeks’ 

pay instead of notice, or two weeks’ notice in writing, holiday pay, adequate staffing 

on all buildings, adequate cover money, and recognition of the union.313 In addition to 

these demands, the CAG raised further requirements, to be tackled as the group gained 

strength. These were reduced to; localised direct bargaining, the right of free transport 

to work (encouraged by the achievement of this by cleaners in Lancaster), cleaners’ 

ability to see their contract, union access to monitor the actions of employers, 

extension of protective legislation to men (so that it cannot be used as an excuse to 

pay women less), and the provision of equipment by cleaning contractors.314 The 

leaflets produced by CAG were distributed from the end of October 1970. Leafleting 

was done by International Socialist Women and WLM groups, and later by the 

Socialist Woman group. The International Socialist Women ceased to be involved 

come Christmas 1970, and at the time that the special edition of Shrew was released 

in December 1971, the Arsenal, Pimlico (of which Sally Alexander was a member), 

Peckham, Wandsworth, and Notting Hill WLM groups had been and were still 

involved. The International Socialist Women left “looking for the revolution 

elsewhere”, and by the autumn of 1971, when Women’s Liberation Workshop 

members produced this special edition of Shrew, there were only a handful of 

leafletters left.315 But the recruitment of more leafleters following the release of the 

publication brought new challenges. A woman from the International Marxist Group 

“would quickly produce a pamphlet [...] saying what should be done; an act which we 

fiercely democratic Women’s Liberation types resented as high handed”.316 Therefore, 
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divisions between those women on the left who were assisting CAG were preventing 

the effective dissemination of information of the campaign to other cleaners.  

 

Sheila Rowbotham stated that “the truth was that the grand sounding ‘‘Night Cleaners’ 

Campaign’’ was somewhat overblown, and we were rather better known on the left 

than our actual numbers warranted”.317 However, this is to disregard the significance 

of what the campaign achieved for those night cleaning women who benefited from 

the unionization of their workforce, and those efforts that were made to improve their 

working conditions. Therefore, the significance of the campaign does not lie in the 

number of campaigners, or the reputation of the campaign, but rather what it achieved 

for those it was established for; the night cleaning women. Although the cooperation 

of women on the left was regarded as overblown by those involved, it is important not 

downplay the significance of the leafleting campaigns that they were involved in. After 

a few months of leafleting, the CAG “developed and discarded several different 

campaign plans [...] [the] final plan was to unionise one large building”.318 In 

attempting to form a cleaners’ branch of the T&GWU, the plan was for this group of 

women to form the core of this branch. May Hobbs knew that the T&GWU had always 

been interested in the two Shell buildings in Waterloo. At this time, the CAG was 

beginning “to understand the limitations of trade union activity, and to recognise the 

particular resistance male trade unionists put up towards women workers”.319 One last 

attempt was made to rouse the interest and assistance of the T&GWU. 
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The Shell Buildings were leafletted by about half a dozen women from the Pimlico 

and Chiswick Women’s Liberation Workshop groups, who were soon “visiting every 

week to collect the dues, bring new forms, and liaise between the women and the union 

officials since most of the women were not on the phone. The women at Shell 

complained of low pay, inadequate staffing, and insufficient equipment”.320 Jean 

Mormont was the shop steward of the shell buildings and became “one of the most 

steadfast supporters of the campaign”, ready to protest the conditions of the Shell 

Building.321 In the summer of 1971, the campaign took proposals to the T&GWU for 

negotiating a wage rise and conditions for night cleaners at the Shell buildings. Several 

meetings with union officials were arranged, and each time the women put forward 

their demands firmly and articulately.322 It is important to reinforce here that although 

WLM women assisted the campaign with administrative duties, it was the night 

cleaning women themselves who led the discussion in meetings with trade union 

officials. This challenged the idea perpetuated by the officials that cleaners never turn 

up to meetings. The meeting organised with the T&GWU was attended by seven or 

eight cleaners, as well as campaign leader May Hobbs, the leafletters from Women’s 

Liberation Workshop, and the Berwick Street Film Collective. Yet, there were a 

further twenty-five or so women who were unable to attend the meeting because of 

babysitting problems, and this illustrates how most working-class women faced the 

dual role of not only paid labour, but also the unpaid labour of housework and 

caregiving duties. This is something that will be explored further within Chapter Five, 
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which explores how The Hackney Flashers investigated childcare provision within 

Who's Holding the Baby? (1978).  

 

Eighty women worked across the two Shell Buildings; each building staffed by a 

different contract cleaning company. Those cleaners who were not Civil Service 

Union [CSU] members were earning £12.00-£13.50 per 40-hour week, whereas 

those who were members of the CSU were earning £16.50-£18.00. Cleaners 

demanded parity with CSU cleaners be used as grounds for negotiating a rise in 

wages.323 This campaign focus upon the night cleaners of the Shell Buildings from 

August 1971 to August 1972 and was presented within Nightcleaners. [Illustration 

10. Stills from Nightcleaners (1975)]324 

 

Initially, cleaners were recruited into the T&GWU, but May Hobbs decided in 1972 

to instead start focusing on the CSU. The turn to this union brought with it a shift in 

focus for the Night Cleaners’ Campaign, towards those cleaners who were employed 

in government buildings. This brought success in the night cleaners’ strike at the 

Fulham site of the Ministry of Defence, the Empress State and Old Admiralty 

buildings, in the summer of 1972. Morale was high, with the CSU giving publicity to 

the campaign within their own journal, The Whip, and providing strike pay of “£10 a 

week, which was more or less what the women could earn whilst cleaning”.325 The 

strike received instant trade union support. Lorry drivers belonging to the T&GWU 
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refused to cross picket lines, Post Office workers refused to deliver the mail, donations 

were sent from printers, railway workers, and clothing workers, and the local Trades 

Council provided good practical advice. Members of the Berwick Street Film 

Collective rigged up screens and began to show films where women played key roles 

in strikes, such as Salt of the Earth (1953), about a mining community in New Mexico, 

USA. A “carnival atmosphere” included cleaners and feminists picketing, singing, and 

dancing, making a good story for the media to cover the strike. By targeting high 

profile buildings, the CSU were able to get contractors to recognise the union, and the 

strikers obtained a raise of £2.50 per week and a 50 pence night allowance.326 

 

This negotiating with contractors raised the issue of these efforts being invalidated 

when the contract came up for renewal. In 1968 the Labour government were keen to 

show that they were making Civil Service cuts and sacked 4,000 directly employed 

cleaners. And although a few cleaning contractors had become big companies by the 

1970s, new firms were constantly appearing. Little capital investment was required to 

start up a cleaning firm, as labour was the main cost. These smaller businesses were 

often unstable, and the CAG had found that “some were extensions of criminal gangs 

who used overt intimidation”.327 Despite this, the contract cleaning industry appeared 

marginal to the trade union movement in the early 1970s. Again, the T&GWU saw 

recruiting cleaners as a waste of resources, and the CAG turned to the CSU, who began 

to press for the cleaning of government buildings to be taken back in house.  
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It is important to note that even though the actions of the Night Cleaners’ Campaign 

were concentrated on the cleaners of London, its impact was felt throughout the 

country. Sally Alexander stated that “there is no doubt that the campaign has 

encouraged cleaners in different parts of the country to organise themselves. May and 

the CAG often receive news of cleaners waiting to participate in the campaign or 

asking for information and support”.328 In a later exploration of the campaign, Sheila 

Rowbotham stated that May Hobbs “was increasingly away speaking around the 

country, explaining how cleaners were flocking to join the union. No one knew 

precisely how many cleaners there were because women were working without cards; 

the numbers in the union were equally confusing because membership fluctuated. 

However, we were certainly not recruiting these supposed hordes of cleaners”.329 In 

spite of Rowbotham’s doubts about the broader impact of the Night Cleaners’ 

Campaign, there is evidence to suggest that the extent of it was unquantifiable. A 

pamphlet issued by the libertarian socialist group Solidarity in 1976 explored how 

women cleaners at Durham University had attempted to gain effective union 

representation. It stated that May Hobbs had been consulted by the women cleaners of 

Durham University, and how messages of support sent by her helped to boost their 

morale. Furthermore, she had addressed their branch meeting in March 1975, a visit 

that was reported within the New Statesman.330 This was one of an unknown number 

of examples of the impact of the campaign across Britain. 

 

 
328 ‘The Night Cleaners’, Red Rag (Issue 6), P5 
329 Rowbotham, ‘Cleaners’ Organizing in Britain from the 1970s’, pp. 614-615 
330 ‘Bureaucrats and women cleaners: the Durham experience - Lynda Finn and Gavin 

Williams’ [https://libcom.org/library/bureaucrats-women-cleaners-durham-experience-

lynda-finn-gavin-williams-solidarity], accessed 10th March 2021. 
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From the summer of 1973, the CAG concentrated on two issues. The first was the 

pursuit of forming a cleaner’s branch in the T&GWU, with May Hobbs as branch 

secretary. However, by then she had become more involved in other issues, notably 

that of housing, and therefore the group was encouraging other women to put 

themselves forward to actively engage in union work. This raises the idea of the CAG 

as a platform for working-class women to pursue union work, something that was 

previously closed to them because of the attitudes of the officials at the T&GWU. The 

second issue that the CAG was concerned with was that of contract cleaning, wishing 

to raise the question of contract cleaning on government buildings in the House of 

Commons. A lobby of sympathetic MPs was led by Joe Ashton, who had arranged 

meetings with the relevant government minister. Sally Alexander recognised that “the 

abolition of contract cleaning will not unionise night cleaners but will raise their wages 

by removing the middleman between the cleaner and their employer”.331 Not only this, 

but recognition of the union by the employer is not something to be lobbied for again 

once a contract is lost to another firm. Labour MP Joe Ashton had raised the issue of 

contract cleaning in the House of Commons, in July 1972. He asked the Minister of 

State for Defence, Ian Gilmour: 

Is the hon. Gentleman aware that one of the contractors, a firm employed for 

cleaning the Department's offices, has had constant friction with the lady 

cleaners it employs on night work because of poor wages, long hours of work 

and its virulent anti-trade union activities? Is this in the best interests of 

security? Would it not be much better to go back to the old system under which 

the Ministry employed its cleaners direct as a category of civil servants?332 

 

 
331 ‘The Night Cleaners’, Red Rag (Issue 6), P3 
332 ‘House of Commons Debate (Thursday 20th July 1972), Volume 841, Column 12’ 

[https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/1972-07-20/debates/f2fb8375-a542-410e-8cf1-

8ec96cf8a263/MinistrySub-

Contractors(SecurityArrangements)?highlight=night%20cleaners#contribution-77cdc7bc-

657e-4211-acd2-f66e4705d55c], accessed 10th March 2021. 
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This was not the first time that the cause of the CAG was brought before parliament. 

In June 1972, Labour MP Tam Dalyell told the Parliamentary Secretary to the Civil 

Service Department, Kenneth Baker, that: 

[M]any of the conditions which operate for cleaners are almost Dickensian 

and that it is about time the government looked not only at their own 

department but at the contractors who work for some of the most famous firms 

in the country? Could not some kind of serious inquiry be set up to look at 

cleaners' conditions?333 

 

Yet, Baker closed the debate in stating “I am concerned about cleaners' conditions in 

the Civil Service. I am satisfied that they operate well and I have nothing but praise 

for the splendid job the cleaners do. My responsibility is in the public sector. I am not 

responsible for conditions in the private sector”.334 Therefore, the government was 

unwilling to act upon calls for their offices to stop using contract cleaning, and rather 

than seeing this as the responsibility of the Ministry of Defence as the client of these 

contracts, this was seen as an issue for those awarded these contracts to rectify, 

indicative of the neoliberal policies of Margaret Thatcher’s premiership from 1979. 

Dalyell had raised a point that was also present within the transcripts of the interviews 

between Berwick Street Film Collective and the night cleaners during the picketing of 

government building Companies House on 9th December in 1970. Here, May Hobbs 

stated that: 

Three weeks before Christmas, they [ten women] joined the union; there’s 

been a union for the night cleaners going for any other cleaner that wants to 

come into it to better their pay and conditions. As soon as they join the union, 

they all got the sack. This has not only happened on this building, it’s happened 

on another building as well.335 

 
333 ‘House of Commons Debate (Wednesday 7th June 1972), Volume 838, Column 35’ 

[https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/1972-06-07/debates/109776eb-c883-4ed7-a7d4-

88d6e66553f3/ContractCleaners?highlight=cleaners%20action%20group#contribution-

12178af0-f2fb-400c-a347-c6ef49a71851], accessed 10th March 2021.  
334 ibid.  
335 Marc Karlin, Lucia Films, The Nightcleaners Transcript, Night Cleaners: Transcripts, 

Papers of Sheila Rowbotham, Women’s Library Archives (7SHR/D/02) 
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This is not to suggest, however, that the women of the CAG were deterred by the threat 

of dismissal: 

But the point is, if we say to them - like one on OCS [Office Cleaning Services], 

one big building with thirty girls on, the guv’nor comes round and say[s] 

[“]You’ll all get sacked if you join the union[”], and they says [“]Go and 

fucking stuff yourself[”], and they joined in front of him. They said, [“]Now 

do it[”]! and the governor said, [“]I can’t do a thing[”].336 

 

May Hobbs’ insistence, as leader of the campaign, was that through joining the union, 

contract cleaners were to find their strength. A transcript of a conversation with an 

unnamed cleaner made clear her motivation to unionise other night cleaners; “we’ve 

got buildings together, we don’t want to fetch them all out on strike, we’re not going 

to do that, trouble causing, we want to get those girls their jobs back”.337 The attitude 

of the CAG was one that was echoed within the words of other female union activists 

of the early 1970s. In an article published in Issue 3 of Red Rag, Audrey Wise 

discussed the need for women to join a union. She was a member of the Union of 

Shop, Distributive and Allied Workers, of which she was a branch secretary for nine 

years, before becoming a Labour MP in 1974. She stated: 

Now it’s true that workers organise unions and not unions workers. This, in a 

nutshell, is why I am a trade unionist. I am a trade unionist first and foremost 

as a declaration of class solidarity; I’m not willing, you see, to have class 

defined in terms of men. Because trade unions are run as if they are male 

working-class clubs, that’s no reason for me to let them get away with it, is it? 

It seems to me that if we say women are an integral part of the working class 

then we have to behave like this and so, to me, joining a union is a declaration 

of class solidarity. I want women not only to join unions but to participate, to 

take them away from male domination.338 
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This discussion of women’s position within the working class is one that raises further 

questions of class solidarity and the activism of women in the CAG, and how this can 

be understood as a moment of class consciousness rather than one of consciousness 

raising. This question is of particular significance to the Night Cleaners’ Campaign, 

as this was a moment within which working class women of the CAG were 

campaigning alongside the mostly middle-class women of the WLM, documented by 

the middle-class filmmakers of the Berwick Street Film Collective. This is unpicked 

further in Chapter Four, examining the representation of working-class women within 

Nightcleaners. 

 

Although there was a feeling of solidarity amongst the women of the CAG, and indeed 

women of the trade union movement more broadly, this early action of the CAG did 

not provide the strength that they were hoping for in their affiliation with the T&GWU. 

By shifting their focus to the CSU, things started to look more hopeful for the 

campaign. Despite the lack of concern from the government about the conditions of 

contract cleaners, the CSU continued to campaign for their improvement. In May 1975 

it was agreed between the union and the Civil Service Department that “all contractors 

involved in cleaning government offices would provide at least local authority pay 

rates and holidays to their workers. The report continued that since local authority 

rates were similar to civil service ones, the undercutting of directly employed cleaners’ 

pay rates by outside contractors would be prevented”.339 Therefore, the cause of the 

night cleaners continued, in this case with the support of the CSU, long after the 

Berwick Street Film Collective finished filming Nightcleaners in 1972. 

 

 
339 Bercusson, Fair Wages Resolutions, P380. 
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However, in achieving this, there were still issues faced by those contract cleaners 

employed at Ministry of Defence buildings. These were profiled in the April 1976 

edition of Spare Rib, in an article examining the dismissal of four night cleaners 

without compensation. These women included Myrtle Wardally, the subject of the 

Berwick Street Film Collective’s ‘part-two’ of Nightcleaners, 36’ to 77’. Alongside 

three other cleaners, she was dismissed when the cleaning contract at the Ministry of 

Defence building in Fulham changed hands in October 1975. At the time of 

publication, she was still waiting for a decision to be made by the Industrial Tribunal, 

but the article stated that: 

Although the Tribunal didn’t reach a decision on the 19th, it seems likely that 

they would have accepted Myrtle Wardally’s case […] Given so little 

documented evidence on which to base a decision, and a conflict of evidence 

as well, the sympathies of the Tribunal played an important role. And here 

Roder [of Clean Agents Ltd.] would lose, lacking the acquired sophistication 

of the 20th century employer. [Illustration 14. ‘Nightcleaners Take Their 

Employer to Court’, Spare Rib, April 1976] 340 

 

This suggests that by this time, night cleaners were in a stronger position to challenge 

the actions of their employers. Yet, although pay rates and holidays in line with local 

authority pay rates were achieved with the assistance of the CSU:  

In small informal situations the trade unions concerned with the cleaners have 

been criticised by almost everyone - the night cleaners, the Cleaners Action 

Group, the Prices and Incomes Board, and the CCMA [Contract Cleaning and 

Maintenance Association]. The four women who took their employer to the 

Industrial Tribunal didn’t find the CSU helpful.341 

 

This suggests that although the CSU were able to achieve victories for night cleaners, 

some issues remained, and they were not seen on this occasion to be successful in 

representing the complaints of night cleaners. 

 
340 ‘Nightcleaners Take Their Employer to Court’, Spare Rib, April 1976 
341 ibid.  
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Contemporary Analysis of the Campaign  

 

Coverage of the Night Cleaners’ Campaign was not confined to the pages of the 

feminist press. In her discussion of the Fulham Cleaners Strike in the summer of 1972, 

Sally Alexander stated in Red Rag that “the strike received sympathetic media 

coverage, especially in the liberal press”.342 However, this view does not reflect the 

opinions of May Hobbs. In discussing the first major strike of the Night Cleaners’ 

Campaign within her autobiography Born to Struggle, she stated that “we also got 

good press coverage - better from the Tory press than from many of the so-called left-

wing papers. I suppose we were not politically aware enough for the latter, so they did 

not see us as potential recruits”.343 Therefore, this presents a disparity in the way in 

which members of the WLM, and the night cleaners of the CAG viewed the media 

coverage of the campaign.  

 

Early in the campaign, their cause was championed by the journalist Mary Holland, 

who had written two articles for The Observer. The first of these was published on 

29th November 1970, Lonely, Underpaid Women who Clean the Skyscrapers. 

[Illustration 16. ‘Lonely, Underpaid Women who Clean the Skyscrapers’, The 

Observer, Sunday 29th November 1970] This profiled May Hobbs and outlined the 

demands of the night cleaners and their complaints with the union; “a staff manager 

told me: ‘Of course, the Transport and General [Workers’ Union] doesn’t want 
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anything to do with these women.’ This is not true but it must often feel like it to the 

cleaners”.344 A week later, Holland revisited the campaign in Union Claims That Night 

Cleaners are Being Victimised. However, this painted the T&GWU in a more positive 

light, stating that they have “taken up the case of 10 night cleaners who were sacked 

from a Board of Trade building in London last week. The union claims that the women 

were dismissed because of their union membership”.345 Within this article, the night 

cleaners are described as “some of the most isolated and underpaid workers in 

Britain”.346 Coupled with the headline of the previous article, which described the 

night cleaners as lonely, underpaid women, this conveys a picture of women who are 

powerless. This is, as described by Sally Alexander, sympathetic, and intended to 

generate support for the campaign. Yet, as is evident within Nightcleaners, night 

cleaners were women who fought for better pay, working conditions, and job security. 

In other words, they did not view themselves as powerless, even though this is how 

they were represented by the media. 

 

The relationship between the Night Cleaners’ Campaign and the press is also 

demonstrated within the transcripts of interviews that took place in the making of 

Nightcleaners. Tape 2 of the Sanctuary House Picket details a conversation between 

the press and women from the Night Cleaners’ Campaign. The conversation took place 

between an unnamed press reporter, leader of the campaign May Hobbs, and Lyn, a 

Shop Steward elected by a T&GWU official for a building where night cleaners 

employed by the Strand Cleaning Company worked. The conversation centres around 

 
344 Lonely, Underpaid Women who Clean the Skyscrapers, The Observer, Sunday 29th 
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how the campaign is trying to get an offshoot of the T&GWU for night cleaners, the 

reasons for women choosing to undertake night cleaning work, and trouble with the 

Strand Cleaning Company.347 This meeting took place at the Adam and Eve Pub in 

Victoria, London, on 17th December 1970, and filming was done by the regional news 

magazine programme Today, broadcast by Thames Television. This was a meeting of 

the night cleaners to organise support from the cleaners at Sanctuary Buildings for the 

sacked cleaners from Companies House.348 As the campaign progressed, the press 

attention became more noteworthy, and May Hobbs was profiled in the BBC1 

programme A Chance To Meet, broadcast nationally on Sunday 2nd September 1973 

at 6.15pm. The Daily Mirror TV Guide included this in its ‘Weekend TV Preview, 

alongside only one other show:  

May Hobbs remarked recently “I’m Glad I’m not a bloody cleaner no more, 

it’s bleedin’ ‘ard work”. She is the leader of the Cleaners Action Group, has 

inevitably been called the charladies’ champion, and has lately had her 

autobiography published. It is called Born To Struggle and is to be made into 

a film. She appears tomorrow in the first of a new series of A Chance To Meet 

(BBC1 6.15).349  

 

Therefore, as the campaign progressed, the image of the night cleaners shifted from 

one of “lonely, underpaid women” to that of campaign spearheaded by a “charladies’ 

champion”.350 The media attention that they generated gained traction, from one 

mentioned within small articles of Sunday newspapers, to exposure in a 35-minute 

feature on primetime national television, focused entirely on its leader, May Hobbs. 

 
347 Sanctuary House Picket. Tape 2., Night Cleaners: Transcripts (Reference GB 106 

7SHR/D/02), Papers of Sheila Rowbotham, Women’s Library Archive, London School of 

Economics 
348 Chronology of Night Cleaners Campaign and Film 1970-1975, Compiled by James Scott  
349 Weekend Mirror, The Daily Mirror, Saturday 1st September 1973, P17 
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In previous series, this studio discussion show had featured eminent politicians, 

including then Secretary of State for Education and Science Margaret Thatcher, and 

therefore suggests that by 1973 the Night Cleaners’ Campaign was given national 

political significance. 351  

 

Press attention was coupled with the analysis of contemporary academics, most 

notably in reference to the Fair Wages Resolutions.352. Contract cleaning had been the 

subject of a National Prices and Incomes Board Report in 1971, in an attempt to 

regulate the tendering process for the industry. A further inquiry was carried out by 

the Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service into contract cleaning in 1979. 

However, long before this, since the privatisation of the cleaning of government 

offices in 1967, the CSU had sought to fight the incurred wage reductions for cleaners 

under the Fair Wages Resolution, first passed by the Labour government in 1946. But 

it was not until 1975 that they were satisfied in its implementation, and then this only 

covered those contract cleaners working on government contracts, with no similar 

requirements for public corporations.353 The CAG was also opting to use the 

resolutions as a means of achieving their demands and stated within the special issue 

of Shrew that “night cleaners want more pay, but there are also other demands which 

relate to general conditions. Until we are stronger our best bet is through the Fair 

 
351 ‘Margaret Thatcher MP, Series 1 Episode 6 of 8’ 

[https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p00frfr6], accessed 10th March 2021.  
352 The Fair Wages Resolution of the House of Commons (1891) required contractors 

working on government contracts to observe terms and conditions of employment not less 

favourable than those in relevant collective agreements. 

‘The UK's first national minimum wage’ 

[https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/article/1999/the-uks-first-national-

minimum-wage], accessed 5th May 2021.  
353 Angela Coyle, ‘Going Private’, in Feminist Review (eds.) Waged Work: A Reader 

London (1986), pp. 231-233 
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Wages resolution”.354 This concern with the Fair Wages Resolution was explored 

further within Jim Skinner’s Fabian pamphlet Fair Wages and Public Sector Contracts 

(1973): 

Although the hearings of complaints made under the Fair Wages Resolution 

have been few in relation to the large number of public sector contracts it is, 

however, precisely these few cases - and especially those concerning contract 

cleaners - that have raised concern about the inadequacy of the resolution in 

ensuring fair pay and good conditions.355  

 

Although the Fair Wages Resolution was seen as a means of solving the issues faced 

by those cleaners on contracts that had been outsourced by government departments, 

with the CSU satisfied with its provision, Skinner instead stated that the resolution had 

“not adequately protected the public contract situations it was intended to cover”, and 

that little had emerged from the recommendations of the National Board of Prices and 

Incomes inquiry report. 356 Instead, he stated that “it is a scandalous breach of duty by 

government departments towards night cleaners employed on public sector contracts 

that no action has been taken since [April 1973]”.357  

 

Similarly, in his exploration of contract cleaning as a case history of the Fair Wages 

Policy in action, Brian Bercusson stated that, in regard to the acceptance of the 

resolution by the CSU in 1975; “while the implicit recognition by the Civil Service 

Department of the deficiencies in the employment conditions of the contract cleaners 

has thus been made, this has been done only in the most indirect fashion and altogether 

too much room remains for the introduction of evasive comparisons”.358 The 
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exploration of the contract cleaning trade within academic assessment of Fair Wages 

Resolutions highlights how although the CSU had pushed for fair wages for those 

cleaners working in government buildings, this did not solve the issues within their 

contracts, and further still, it neglected those night cleaners on public sector contracts. 

 

Women’s Liberation Movement 

 

The relationship between the WLM and the trade union movement has been 

acknowledged within the existing historiography, although this differs from the source 

material consulted within this thesis. Sarah Boston stated: 

Initially there was a large rift between the feminist demands of the Women’s 

Liberation Movement and the demands made by women in the trade union 

movement. But after 1968 mutual influence and understanding began to grow. 

In this, radical women in white-collar unions played an important role in 

relating their demands as women to their demands as workers and interpreting 

the struggle for women’s equality as an integral part of the struggle for 

socialism. Their influence has been marked in the trade union movement and 

in the Labour and Communist parties.359  

 

This idea that the demands of the WLM filtered down through women of white-collar 

unions and permeated the trade union and Labour movements is contrary to the 

relationship between the WLM and the Night Cleaners’ Campaign. Indeed, the 

campaign was conceived by May Hobbs, the leader of the CAG, approaching members 

of the International Socialists for help with leafleting the buildings where night 

cleaning women worked.360  
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According to Sheila Rowbotham, it was friends in the International Socialists who had 

then asked for her “to put a note round through the Women’s Liberation Workshop 

newsletter. Around fifteen women and one man arrived and the Campaign had 

begun”.361 What they had arrived at was a meeting in Sheila Rowbotham’s room of a 

communal home in Hackney in the autumn of 1970.362 Marc Karlin, of the Berwick 

Street Film Collective had begun living in the house in the late summer of 1969, and 

stayed there for several years, whilst “becoming a key figure in the emergence of the 

network of small independent film collectives or ‘workshops’ which sprouted during 

the 1970s”.363 Indeed, this interrelationship between the International Socialists, the 

WLM and the Berwick Street Film Collective exemplifies a cultural moment taking 

place within 1970s London, providing a network within which the concerns of 

working class women were supported. This support for the Night Cleaners’ Campaign 

was not an anomalous occurrence, and indeed the Fakenham Occupation, beginning 

in 1972 (discussed previously in this chapter), achieved support from feminist groups 

throughout the decade. Fakenham Film (1972) was made by the London Women's 

Film Group, a collective whose establishment was “inspired by a screening of 

Women’s Liberation films at the London Film School”.364  

 

A complex network of personal relationships and membership of liberation groups, 

artists’ collectives, and left-wing organisations allowed for the weaving of common 

threads throughout these activities, one of which was a concern with women and work, 
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which in this case manifested as a call to unionise night cleaning women and to 

campaign for the improvement of their working conditions. Similarly, both the 

Fakenham Occupation and the Night Cleaners' Campaign were supported by the 

Women’s Workshop of the Artists Union, of which Mary Kelly was a member. Kelly 

worked with the Berwick Street Film Collective to produce Nightcleaners. This is 

demonstrative of the commonalities shared by those who were active within the WLM. 

For example, Mary Kelly lived in West London with Sally Alexander, who had studied 

at Ruskin College, University of Oxford, where she had helped to organise the first 

Women’s Liberation Conference in 1970. The focus of this thesis is not to map this 

activity, but this reveals a relationship between those who have created these artworks 

and those who have gone on to write women’s history. The papers of Sheila 

Rowbotham include transcripts from interviews with night cleaners, providing a first-

hand account of their thoughts, feelings, and experiences. Surprisingly, these have not 

been referred to by the numerous accounts of the campaign that have been written by 

Rowbotham, which suggests that further work to revise the history of the WLM and 

its wider context, needs to be undertaken. An example of where this has been done so 

brilliantly is Natalie Thomlinson’s Race, Ethnicity and the Women's Movement in 

England, 1968-1993.365 This thesis builds upon the existing work of those historians 

rewriting the history of the movement to provide a more nuanced view of what 

happened, by casting a critical eye on how the production of these socially engaged 

artworks has left a wealth of archive material, not been previously referred to by 

cultural historians.  

 

 
365 Natalie Thomlinson, Race, Ethnicity and the women's movement in England, 1968-1993, 
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This thesis advocates for an approach which investigates the relationship between 

historians, activists, and artists within 1970s Britain, to provide an interdisciplinary 

examination of these events from the perspective of cultural history. For instance, in 

reflecting on the campaign three decades later, Sheila Rowbotham acknowledged how 

“the cleaners taught us how the gloss of the swinging sixties concealed a grim, 

subterranean poverty in British society”.366 This does highlight a lack of understanding 

of working-class issues within the WLM in its infancy, but also exemplifies a 

willingness to engage with these issues once aware of them. This statement reveals 

that in addition to the WLM assisting the Night Cleaners’ Campaign by leafleting, the 

movement in turn benefitted from this involvement as it demonstrated to them the 

issues faced by working class women. In 1972, only two years since the start of the 

campaign, the first issue of Red Rag was published, and this included an article entitled 

Women’s Liberation and Class Struggle. In contrast to a movement unaware of the 

realities of the struggle faced by British working-class women, the article described 

the WLM as “the only part of the left to take on aggressively the whole spectrum of 

women’s grievances”.367 Therefore, it is possible to suggest that the relationship 

between the CAG and the WLM was a symbiotic one, as the movement had gained 

new perspective in its pursuit of liberation.  

 

The theorising of Marxist feminist activists who were involved in the Women’s 

Liberation Workshop has been at the centre of the historiography surrounding the 

campaign, with Sheila Rowbotham and Sally Alexander largely responsible for this.368 
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The theorising of the campaign was evident from its inception, and in Issue 6 of Red 

Rag, Sally Alexander opened her assessment of it like so: 

The Night Cleaners’ campaign occupies a special position in the history of the 

women’s movement. It was the first time, in London at least, that women’s 

liberation became actively involved in a struggle among working women to 

organise themselves, the Women’s Liberation Movement worked together with 

other left-wing groups and cleaners, under the leadership of May Hobbs, to 

unionise night cleaners. For Marxist feminist therefore, the cleaners’ 

campaign raises fundamental questions of theoretical and practical 

significance.369 

 

Although the support of Women’s Liberation Workshops was of benefit to the 

campaign, the focus of the historiography surrounding this has centred around their 

own actions, as opposed to those of the CAG and the success of their campaigns. 

Sheila Rowbotham has written “a personal account” of the organising of night 

cleaners, and elsewhere has focused upon the campaign as the background to the 

Berwick Street Film Collective’s Nightcleaners. 370 The transcriptions of interviews 

with those night cleaning women of the CAG are to be found within the papers of 

Sheila Rowbotham but she did not refer to them in her own accounts of the campaign. 

Therefore, the inclusion of these transcripts within this chapter provides fresh insight 

into the Night Cleaners’ Campaign and the involvement of working-class women 

active within the CAG. Despite the role played by the WLM within the campaign, 

transcripts reveal how the movement had failed to recruit these women, and how 

popular misconceptions of the WLM had failed to be dispelled.  

 

The difficulty of recruiting night cleaning women to the WLM has been acknowledged 

by Sally Alexander: 

 
369 ‘The Nightcleaners’, Red Rag, Issue 6 
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It was difficult to raise the subject of women’s liberation with the cleaners. 

Most of the women could only spare a couple of minutes outside the door 

before they rushed into work. Those who arrived earlier were obviously more 

interested in hearing about the union. We were known among the women as 

the union girls. Whenever women’s liberation was raised there was an initial 

self-consciousness on our part, and probably a joke about bras or man-hating 

on theirs. The cleaners often talked about their feelings as women, and 

especially the burden of two jobs, in the home and at work. It is easy to talk to 

any woman about children, schools, shopping, etc. but some of the problems 

that occupy the feminist consciousness raising groups feel awkward in 

discussion when lived experience is so different.371  

 

This demonstrated not only a self-awareness of night cleaners’ perception of the 

WLM, but also an acknowledgement of the disparities between working-class night 

cleaners and the largely middle-class WLM. In her discussion of how lived experience 

is so different between night cleaning women and activists from the Women’s 

Liberation Workshops, Sally Alexander demonstrates an understanding of the issues 

faced by working class women, and how the demands of balancing the burden of two 

jobs was of primary importance, rather than concern with those problems raised within 

feminist discussion groups. The cause of Women’s Liberation was generally 

supported, but transcripts of conversations between Marc Karlin and night cleaners 

show how its image was marred by misrepresentations of the movement. Karlin asked 

night cleaners Jean and Ann “can you tell me the first time, when you met the Cleaners 

Action Group - what did you feel after the first meeting”? Ann stated, “Well I was all 

for it - I agreed with everything they - always have agreed with Women’s Lib - I agree 

with everything they did or are trying to do, same as the union”.372 An interjection 

from Jean prompts Ann to state that she “wouldn’t burn her bra”, in a section of the 

transcript which is marked with “cut?”. Therefore, this suggests that this 
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misconception of the WLM as reduced to the notion of bra burning is one that the 

collective did not wish to include within Nightcleaners. Although this edit could have 

been suggested to provide greater clarity, there is a possibility that this is an image that 

the collective did not wish to perpetuate, or rather they did not wish to show that this 

was how the night cleaners viewed the WLM.  

 

There seemed to be some cause for confusion within the conversation between Ann 

and Jean, as the discussion flitted between discussion of the WLM and of the union. 

However, Karlin refocuses the conversation in asking “what did you feel when you 

first met the CAG and you heard that they were from WL [Women’s Liberation]”? To 

this, Jean replied to this by affirming that the campaign needed help, and that it was 

“a jolly good idea that they could help us”. Karlin continues to push for the night 

cleaner’s thoughts about the WLM, asking “what did you think about them being 

members of WL”? Jean answers this in saying “it doesn’t matter what they belong to, 

who they are, as long as they are willing to help us”. Again, this is further pressed by 

Karlin, who asked “why do you agree with what WL has to say?”. To this, Ann replied 

“I believe everything they are trying to do is good. I believe everything they stand for 

is good. I think that everything they stand for should be acknowledged. I really do. I 

always do (you always used to laugh at me)”. This indicates a degree of support for 

the WLM amongst the night cleaners, but the suggestion that Jean would laugh at Ann 

for her belief in the movement raises the question of how widespread this support was. 

This suggests that although the WLM intended to radicalise the night cleaning women, 

they failed in doing so. However, their support was welcomed by the women of the 

campaign.  
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This unsuccessful attempt to recruit the working-class women of the CAG to the WLM 

cannot, however, be reduced to class relations. Letters to contemporary feminist 

journals reveal the difficulty that those from outside of Women’s Liberation Groups 

faced in participating in its campaign. Issue 8 of Shrew, published in June 1971, 

explores this problem. Sue Murdoch, of the Wandsworth group of the workshop stated 

that “we feel that the magazine should rethink its purpose, its audience and its general 

content. After a group discussion, we decided that there was a need for more contact 

within the movement and outside the movement”.373 This call for the movement to 

reach out beyond its existing members is explored further in the same issue, in an 

article from the Peckham Rye group of the workshop. This called for the WLM to “be 

able to help women practically to get into a position where they can start thinking in 

terms of women’s liberation”.374 It suggested that local offices rent shops to provide 

accommodation for women, start local nursery facilities, and keep lists of doctors 

sympathetic to women’s problems. The hope for this was that “a much more 

meaningful feeling of a community could be built up with a shop as its focus […] we 

could try and get away from the cosy atmosphere of each other’s living rooms and 

make more definite attempts to reach out to other women”.375 Therefore, there was 

evidence of Women’s Liberation Workshop members becoming disillusioned by how 

the movement operated. There was an understanding that to achieve liberation, they 

must recruit working-class women, reaching out to other women in the community 

rather than attending meetings held in the living rooms of other workshop members. 
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However, this was not an issue that appeared to remain broadly unresolved by the 

movement, as discussed within a letter published in a 1974 edition of Red Rag. Written 

by Marian Sedley, a woman who had been getting increasingly involved in the 

movement but had never belonged to one of its groups, the letter reads; “as one of the 

‘non-initiated’ - and I’m sure there were many others like me, wanting to get more 

involved in the women’s movement - I felt powerless”.376 Therefore, although class 

was undoubtedly a barrier to women’s inclusion within the movement, it was not 

reduced to this, and rather it was the exclusionary process of the way in which 

meetings, conferences and events operated that provided the greatest obstacle in 

recruiting members to the movement.  

 

However, class did prove to be divisive in how night cleaners interacted with the 

WLM. This is expanded upon within a transcription of a conversation with cleaners 

Jean, Ann and Phylis. As she discussed talking with a supervisor about the cleaning 

of sinks, Phylis is interrupted by Karlin, who asked “what about WL?”. To this, Phylis 

replied with “I did not understand it all that much. I’ve never been before. I didn’t 

understand it at all. But I see that they were trying to get family allowances for people, 

and I thought that was good. Is that what they fight for that sort of thing?  I didn’t 

understand it really. It all comes strange to me - listening to them”. This indicated that 

there were night cleaners who felt excluded from the rhetoric of the WLM, as explored 

within the historiography surrounding the movement and its relationship with working 

class women. This echoes the findings of Sue Bruley, in her study of Women’s 

Liberation at the grass roots. Here, she stated that “although working class women did 
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join the movement, their position was often problematic and marginal”.377 The 

conversation between Marc Karlin and night cleaners shifted away from the WLM 

and towards class struggle, as prompted by Karlin. In a transcript of a conversation 

between Karlin and Jean Mormont, a leader of the Night Cleaners’ Campaign, 

Mormont talked of how, in the UK, “at the moment the poor people are very poor. I 

think a lot of the people who get into unions are jumping on the bandwagon”. Rather 

than allowing for her to elaborate on this notion, Karlin asked “Do you see possibilities 

of change”? This prompted a rather lengthy discussion revealing the disparities 

between the experiences and thoughts of working-class night cleaning women, and the 

beliefs of the middle-class filmmakers who created Nightcleaners.  

Marc Karlin: Do you see possibilities of change? 

Jean Mormont: People do want change - Heath will definitely be out - I don’t 

think we’ll do any better with whoever gets in.  

MK: So what’s left? What can one do? 

JM: That I don’t know the answer to. 

MK: You must have some idea.  

JM: I don’t know. You tell me. 

MK: My idea is very simple - workers for power. 

JM: Yeah, you’d get certain amount of working people who would do - but 

then again you’d get them that wouldn’t - so what happens to them that 

wouldn’t? 

MK: Work at night - every night for ten years - they are forcing politics down 

your gullet - it may not seem like that - it may seem that’s fate or… 

JM: You see Marc this is the trouble - working class people have never had 

anything - it’s different if you’ve had it or maybe lost it - or given it up - when 

you’ve never had it - it doesn’t mean so much to you - you think to yourself oh 

that’s alright, that’s your life - you try and do a bit better for yourself like - but 

this is why I think it’s difficult to put it over to working-class people because 

they’ve never really known another way of life - and that’s it - not to say they 

wouldn’t like a different way of life, yeah. 

MK: That’s what I mean - politics is forced down because we never meet - 

things are such that we can never meet - never talk about personal things - 

what we feel - what we think. I wouldn’t hesitate in getting rid of the bunch of 

them - not up against a wall - none of that. Some of them yes - most of them I’d 

have no hesitation, I’d say you work on the tubes.  
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JM: Definitely I agree with you there - they should some of them - you know - 

understand what we have to put up with - make them alter their ways - but they 

don’t realise - I don’t think they realise what you do go through.378 

 

By viewing the Night Cleaners’ Campaign in terms of the largely middle-class WLM 

and the largely middle-class Berwick Street Film Collective’s urge to unionise 

working-class women, this follows the pattern seen by George Stevenson in their 

investigation of the movement. Stevenson stated that “in the form of the Women’s 

Liberation Movement, striking women had an alternative support network which was 

at times able to instigate broader class solidarity, both from trade unions and the 

working class”.379 This is corroborated by an article from Issue 10 of Shrew, published 

in August 1971: 

So, as well as campaigning for equal pay and equal job opportunities, we must 

also campaign for everyone but especially people with family responsibilities 

to have much more flexible conditions of work […] and we must continue the 

campaign to get women into trade unions whether or not they are actually out 

at work right now.380 

 

Therefore, there was an understanding that to achieve the first demand of women’s 

liberation, Equal Pay, that attempts must be made to campaign for this on behalf of all 

women, including working-class women, and that this was to be achieved by 

unionising women to campaign for better working conditions, as was done with the 

Night Cleaners’ Campaign.  

 

Although Karlin was not a member of the WLM, Mary Kelly and Sheila Rowbotham 

were directly involved not only in the WLM, but in the Night Cleaners’ Campaign, 
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and the making of Nightcleaners. Therefore, this instigation of class struggle can be 

seen as an attempt to instigate broader class solidarity, and in turn, suggests an 

appropriation of working-class issues, not only by the middle-class women of the 

WLM, but also the middle-class artists of the Berwick Street Film Collective.  

 

The words of Jean Mormont suggest a lack of understanding from middle-class artists 

and activists about working-class experiences, “working-class people have never had 

anything - it’s different if you’ve had it or maybe lost it - or given it up - when you’ve 

never had it - it doesn’t mean so much to you”.381 Therefore, although clear attempts 

at broader class solidarity were evident within the practice of the Berwick Street Film 

Collective, the working-class women of the CAG were insistent that working-class 

experience could only be understood by working-class people.  

 

Despite Jean Mormont’s statement about working-class experience, Marc Karlin 

continued to romanticise class struggle with talk of revolution in the rather erratic 

statement “I wouldn’t hesitate in getting rid of the bunch of them - not up against a 

wall - none of that. Some of them yes - most of them I’d have no hesitation”.382 This 

suggested that he has not listened to the suggestion of Jean Mormont about working 

class experience, nor that he had learnt from his previous work with Cinema Action:  

Brought up by his grandmother in France until he was ten, when he was 

suddenly catapulted into a British public school and then drama school, he 

retained a capacity to be amazed by the bizarre vagaries of the English. 

Touring with Cinema Action, after the manner of the early Soviet filmmakers, 

he found himself embroiled with the tiny schismatic Trotskyist groups they 

encountered on their travels and respectfully bewildered by the Northern 

working class.383 
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This statement not only revealed the middle-class upbringing of Karlin, but also 

provided the basis for which he speaks of revolution, in his involvement with 

Trotskyist groups. Again, he suggested that the struggle of the working-class to be one 

that he belonged to, in stating that “things are such that we can never meet - never talk 

about personal things - what we feel - what we think”.384 Therefore, this suggests that 

the discord between working-class and middle-class experience will remain in an 

attempt to create broader class solidarity, as those middle-class practitioners, in this 

case the Berwick Street Film Collective working alongside the CAG, do not 

acknowledge their own middle-class privilege and experiences to be something that 

limits their ability to understand the struggles of working-class people. 

 

The Night Cleaners’ Campaign was not the only way in which the WLM, along with 

socialist women in left groups more broadly, supported working class women in their 

efforts to improve their working conditions. In 1974 the Working Women’s Charter 

was drawn up, with “a programme of demands for the trade union movement around 

pay, equal opportunities, training, maternity leave and childcare. Women activists 

began to question the cultural manifestations of male dominance in the unions and to 

argue that the scope of trade unionism needed to extend into life outside work”.385 The 

demands of the charter brought together the demands of socialist feminists and trade 

unionists, and parts of the WLM saw the charter as insufficiently attentive to feminist 

critiques. The motion to adopt the charter was defeated at the 1975 Trades Union 

Congress [TUC], mainly because of references to abortion and the minimum wage. 
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The charter was contested by the WLM, with socialist and radical feminists divided 

on the question of the double burden of work suffered by women in traditional family 

structures.386In pushing for the inclusion of abortion rights, a non-workplace issue, as 

a demand within the charter, those middle-class activists involved in the setting of the 

demands of the charter could have had a detrimental effect on the charter’s failure to 

be adopted by the TUC, and therefore its inability to be implemented by British trade 

unions. Such “high handed” actions were described by Sheila Rowbotham as “nothing 

in relation to the continuing problems of engaging with the T & G [T&GWU]”. She 

recollected how: 

May Hobbs, who was a natural-born direct actionist, had taken to ringing Jack 

Jones [General Secretary of the union] at home and complaining to his wife. 

She was also on good terms with the liberal media who happily reported the 

plight of exploited night cleaners ignored by the union bureaucracy. This did 

not endear us to the union. Even when we did manage to get the T&G 

[T&GWU] to meet with the cleaners, the communication gap was marked.387 

 

Therefore, the Night Cleaners’ Campaign illustrated the difficulties faced by working-

class women in their attempts to achieve trade union recognition in the early 1970s. 

However, under the leadership of May Hobbs, the campaign flourished as it diverted 

its attention towards the support of the CSU, which ushered in a new wave of action. 

Class Struggle continued to be examined within recent analysis of the relationship 

between the women’s movement and women’s strikes: 

After a lull in strikes and industrial conflict in the 1950s, the period after 1960 

saw a revitalised ‘shop floor movement’, including particularly heightened 

worker militancy between 1968 and 1974, with 1972 seen as a ‘high point of 

class struggle’ amongst an ‘increasingly self-confident and militant’ working 

class.388  
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As previously discussed within this chapter, the archive of Sheila Rowbotham includes 

papers relating to her involvement in the Night Cleaners’ Campaign. Transcripts of 

conversations between Marc Karlin and the night cleaners revealed that they did not 

frame their activism within the narrative of class struggle. One of these discussions is 

between Marc and Jean Mormont, who was one of the leaders of the campaign, as 

shop steward of the Shell Building. Karlin attempted to politicise the experience of the 

night cleaners, framing it within class struggle. He stated, “my idea is very simple - 

workers take power”. Mormont replied, rather more realistically, with “yeah, you’d 

get a certain amount of working people who would do - but then again you’d get them 

that wouldn’t - so what happens to them that wouldn’t?” To this, Karlin replied “work 

at night - every night for 10 years - they are forcing politics down your gullet - it may 

not seem like that - it may seem that’s fate or …”. Here, he was interrupted by 

Mormont, who expressed her understanding of working-class experience, outside of 

this narrative of class struggle which he is advocating to her. She stated: 

You see Marc, this is the trouble - working class people have never had 

anything - it’s different if you’ve had it or maybe lost it - or given it up - when 

you’ve never had it - it doesn’t mean so much to you - you think to yourself oh 

that’s alright, that’s your life - you try and do a bit better for yourself like - but 

this is why I think it’s difficult to put it over to working class people because 

they’ve never really known another way of life - and that’s it - not to say they 

wouldn’t like a different way of life, yeah.389 

 

This discussion suggested that in producing Nightcleaners, Karlin was attempting to 

shape the narrative of the campaign to reflect his own perception of class struggle. The 

legacy of the films created by Berwick Street Film Collective has been described by 
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art writer Colin Perry as “avant-garde celluloid tributes to a class and its struggles”.390 

This is examined further within Chapter Four, when assessing the influence of Marxist 

Aesthetics on the production of Nightcleaners, but here this can be aligned to the 

criticism of the WLM as a predominantly middle-class movement. This presented a 

caution which must be considered when viewing the work of middle-class creators of 

the artworks examined within this thesis, and the way in which working class women 

are represented within these artworks. The agency which these women had within this 

process is here brought into question. Therefore, Nightcleaners typifies an 

appropriation of working-class culture by middle-class artists, filmmakers, and even 

Women’s Liberation Groups. 

 

This idea of agency can be explored through the growing presence of women within 

the workforce and the trade union movement. 1970s Britain witnessed the percentage 

of women active in the labour market grow from 55 percent in 1971 to 64 percent by 

1979. Parallel to this was the rapid growth of women’s membership of trade unions. 

Female unionisation grew by 73 percent during the 1970s, and between 1970 and 1979 

the proportion of female union membership grew from 24.2 percent to 30.2 percent of 

all members, with 3,822,000 female union members by the end of the decade.391 

Although this brought with it the passing of resolutions and adaptation of policies from 

the TUC, this advancement towards women’s equality was not translated into practice. 

Often, these resolutions represented only superficial change, appearing to support the 

demand for women’s equality, yet masked how practices within the trade union 
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movement had not yet been transformed. In a Spare Rib article published in November 

1974, Sarah Boston outlined the complexities surrounding the TUC’s decision to 

retain its Women Workers’ Conference, voted upon at their 1974 Conference. The 

Chairman of the Women’s TUC 1973/74, Marie Patterson, argued that they “look 

forward to a time when separate platforms are not necessary, but the time has not yet 

arrived”, advocating that the Women’s TUC should not be disbanded. However, 

Boston herself voted for the abolition for the Women’s TUC, as it had no power, and 

“you cannot be equal in a power structure if you have no power […] the fact that so 

little has been achieved by or for women workers by the trade union movement in the 

last fifty years only confirms the belief”.392 One solution to this lack of equality was 

that “it is vital to ensure that women’s problems are considered by the Trade Union 

movement as a whole. This has to take place at the individual Union level and at a 

TUC level”.393 An example of this in action can be seen within correspondence from 

the TUC South East regional council, addressed to all affiliated Trade Unions, County 

Associations and Delegates, and concerning a Regional Conference for International 

Women’s Year 1975. Here, it stated “we emphasise that this is NOT a Conference of 

Women, and we hope that both sexes will be delegated by your organisation”.394 This 

suggested that attempts were made regionally to ensure that male delegates were to be 

made aware of the exploitation of women and the discrimination that they faced. Yet, 

practices of trade unions at a local level often did not reflect policies made at national 

level. Unions were criticised by women for working too closely with management, 

and for protecting the interests of male workers, paying little attention to issues of 
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importance to women.395 This turn away from national policy was furthered by the 

fact that since the sixties there had been significant decentralisation of trade union 

power, with localised wage bargaining replacing national agreements. Throughout the 

decade, the concept of popular individualism flourished, and “by early 1979, the TUC 

had little control over union leaders and they, in turn, had precious little influence over 

their members”.396 The shift of union power into the hands of the workers took place 

at the same time as a flurry of strikes and industrial action from working class women.  

 

These campaigns proved to be divisive amongst male trade unionists. Although 

resolutions and policy adaptations were implemented by the Trades Union Congress, 

these resolutions did not necessarily translate into practice. In an article first published 

in 1983, Nicola Charles stated that the rhetoric of male-dominated unions was a 

“largely theatrical commitment to women’s liberation”.397 Although a decade later 

than the Night Cleaners’ Campaign, this attitude was typical of the T&GWU, and “the 

union officials saw recruiting cleaners as a waste of resources”.398 But just as the 

women of the campaign began to organise strike action, the idea of popular 

individualism can be identified within the actions of other T&GWU members, with 

Sheila Rowbotham reflecting that “these were militant times and the striking cleaners 

received instant trade union support. The T&G lorry drivers refused to cross our picket 

lines”.399 It is fair to assume that these lorry drivers were male, and therefore this 

indicates support from male trade unionists in an act of solidarity. This is contrary to 
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what George Stephenson has found to be true of the Trico Strike in Brentwood in 

1976. However, this was a dispute relating to equal pay in comparison to the earnings 

of male colleagues. Yet, the Night Cleaners’ Campaign was an issue of pay which 

stood apart from comparing wages with those of male colleagues and presented issues 

surrounding poor working conditions. Therefore, it is possible that this solidarity from 

male trade unionists for the Night Cleaners’ Campaign took place as it was not 

considered to be of detriment to the lorry drivers’ own livelihoods. However, equal 

pay campaigns challenged the concept of the male bread-winner and the family wage, 

and to continue with the comparison to the Trico strike, rather than a show of 

solidarity, even some husbands in the factory ignored calls to support the strike once 

it had been made official by the Amalgamated Union of Engineering Workers.400 

Again, framed within the context of equal pay, an article in the June 1973 edition of 

Spare Rib discussed how “although women are now joining unions at twice the rate 

of men, few become involved in union affairs”.401 It talked of the practical problems 

for women workers, stating that meetings in the evenings or on the weekend are 

difficult because of family commitments. Night cleaners were excluded from such 

activity because they started their work in the evenings. The article also stated that: 

 

The next hurdle is for women to gain the confidence to stand up and put across 

their point of view. In an environment likely to be dominated by men (quite 

possibly in the backroom of a pub), it can take more than a couple of pints for 

a woman to confront the amazement of her brothers that she has a considered 

opinion on any subject relevant in the work situation.402 
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Although Spare Rib challenged the stereotyping and exploitation of women, this was 

an article that perpetuated the idea that women were passive in the face of union issues. 

Nightcleaners presented a different picture of women, with a key scene of the film 

taking place within a pub.403 This meeting location is typical of the campaign, as the 

December 1971 issue of Shrew recalled there was a meeting with Bernadette Devlin 

at the Adam and Eve pub in Victoria in February 1971, to persuade Irish night cleaners 

to join the union. This image of women discussing union issues within the setting of a 

pub is one that would have been beamed into the living rooms of the public, as “the 

meeting was swamped by television people”.404 Therefore, this would not have been 

an altogether unfamiliar concept to those women who were not involved in union 

issues.  

 

As stated by John Kelly in his analysis of women’s industrial action of the 1970s, the 

article described “the rapid mobilisation of previously passive sectors, such as teachers 

and hospital ancillary workers - jobs predominantly done by women”.405 Indeed, 

industrial action of any kind was rare in the NHS until the early 1970s, but this cannot 

be seen to demonstrate an idea of women as passive workers. 406 Although teachers 

may not have performed industrial action before the 1970s, as women teachers were 

demanding equal pay as early as 1904, and achieved this in 1961, over a decade before 
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the Equal Pay Act became law.407 Though there are clear flaws within the argument 

of this article, it does raise an important point that the workforce is graded “according 

to the value placed on their function by capital”.408 By outsourcing the contracts of 

those women who cleaned the offices of the Ministry of Defence to cleaning 

contractors, this suggested that the government did not view the work of these women 

as significant, igniting a dissatisfaction with their working conditions and pay in a way 

which went beyond practical means, raising the question of how valuable the labour 

of these women was in not only monetary terms.  

 

In a markedly different approach to discussing women’s involvement in the trade 

union movement, Red Rag published the article ‘Minority of Millions’, in its sixth 

issue, c.1974. This was written by Betty Harrison, “one of the most militant and most 

loved trade union leaders of her generation”.409 The article opened with an 

acknowledgment of how women have been misrepresented within histories of the 

trade union movement; “How difficult it is to find a title or heading to indicate what 

is a brief impression of women’s participation in the greatest Trade Union movement 

in the world. Difficult because scarcely anyone thinks of women in the Trade 

Unions”.410 This first paragraph closed with a mention of the Match Girls’ Strike of 

1888, which Harrison described as having “showed the men the way in their day and 

generation how to fight”.411 She went on to state that “Women have always been good 
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fighters when they had a conviction of real issues”, and as within the Spare Rib article 

mentioned previously, discussion turned to how branch meetings were to be held in 

the rooms of pubs: 

Trade union branches are not readily made very accessible or agreeable to 

women. A large number of branches meet in the local pub. Whilst it is true that 

women do like a drink, they don’t fancy going to the local pub to discuss a 

problem of men’s overtime rates, when all the time they are thinking about 

what was happening at home and whether their children were all right, and 

after having left their children were all right, and after leaving them all day 

long they don’t want to leave them again in the evening.412 

 

Although, of course, the idea of women leaving their children in the evening is 

something that did not apply to the women of the night cleaners’ campaign, as they 

had to in undertaking night work. This is demonstrative of several issues. Firstly, the 

timing of branch meetings did not suit the night cleaners, as this is when they would 

be working the long, unsociable hours of their trade. Secondly, this identifies how, 

unlike suggested in Spare Rib, women did not need to “gain the confidence to stand 

up and put across their point of view”, but rather that male trade unionists needed to 

allow for women to be given the time to raise issues that were of importance to them, 

and for these to be received the same respect and attention granted to those issues 

raised by men.413 Betty Harrison continued to discuss how change will be made 

possible within the trade union movement, for the benefit of its women members. She 

made several mentions of the WLM, though whether this was due to the article 

appearing within Red Rag is something that cannot be answered. However, she did 

rather bluntly state that “although we’ve got women’s liberation, not many people 

really believe in it. It is only a minority. But, of course, throughout history not just for 

women, but for men and women, it has only been the minority which has made change 
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possible”.414 Again, this acknowledged the limited appeal of the WLM to the working-

class women of the trade union movement.  

 

Betty Harrison went on to express her own expectations of women’s equality, and the 

impact of the WLM in achieving this: 

Of course there is at present a bigger upsurge and interest in women’s 

equality, due I believe mainly to the activities of the women’s liberation 

movement. And in the trade union movement there is at a recent TUC an 

agreement to assist the women to get equal pay even by industrial action. In 

my opinion this is going to be necessary. And also if the Sex Discrimination 

Bill is to be carried into effect there will be the necessity for the unions to fight 

similarly.415 

 

This article appeared within an issue of Red Rag profiling the Night Cleaners’ 

Campaign. The idea of unions needing to fight for equality, as demonstrated by the 

WLM, and advocated for here by Harrison, is something which can be seen as 

exemplified within this relationship between WLM activists and the night cleaners of 

the CAG. Indeed, this acknowledgement of the significance of the movement is 

mentioned within Harrison’s obituary, published in History Workshop Journal in 

1979:  

She understood the younger women's drive towards a new consciousness, 

towards a three-dimensional understanding of women's situation in the 

family, in industry and in society. They, in turn, respected her immense 

experience. She spoke her mind to them in a lengthy interview published in 

an early issue of the Women's Liberation magazine Red Rag.416 

 

This not only showed how the working-class women of the trade union movement 

were known to those writing for the radical History Workshop Journal, but that they 

 
414 ‘Minority of Millions’, Red Rag, Issue 6 
415 ibid. 
416  Florence Keyworth, ‘Obituaries: Betty Harrison’, History Workshop No. 8 (Autumn, 

1979) 



   
 

 

 

186 

were granted such significance as to be given lengthy obituaries that recorded their 

lives and legacies. This also suggests that Red Rag was read by the author of the 

obituary, exemplifying a point which will be returned to within this thesis; that there 

was a relationship between those who were writing history, fighting for women’s 

liberation, and creating the socially engaged artworks investigated here. This forms 

part of a wider cultural movement, active amongst certain circles within 1970s Britain 

and well documented within the historical record. However, what this socially 

engaged art practice instead uncovers, is the way in which the artists working within 

these circles created artworks that represented the lives of working-class women, 

acting as researchers in doing so. 

 

Issue 11 of Shrew featured four interviews, and asked “who we are in relation to other 

women not officially in the movement […] the struggle for the liberation of women is 

not confined to the women’s movement”.417 One of these interviews was with Muriel, 

a 49 year old factory worker from Nottingham, who the Notting Hill Women’s 

Liberation Workshop met “through making a film on women and the Industrial 

Relations Bill”.418 When asked to define herself Muriel stated: 

I don’t really know. I doubt I think about myself as an individual at all. I would 

say I was a member of the working class. As far as work is concerned I am 

part of the engineering industry. I don’t think of myself as anything outside of 

the trade union movement. I suppose really that would be my life in a sense.419 

 

This established Muriel as a dedicated, working-class trade unionist. The interview 

went on to ask what she thought about women’s liberation, to which she asked for 
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clarification on whether this was a question of women’s liberation or women’s 

liberation groups. She professed: 

Well, I’ve thought that I’ve always been working for women’s liberation within 

the trade union as far as possible. I’m always on about equality and it’s time 

that women were doing more jobs in the union, in everything. The groups - it’s 

only something I’ve taken notice of recently. On the Miss World thing I 

thought, there’s really somebody bothered. I was very pleased. Although I must 

confess, I couldn’t see myself actually disrupting the Miss World contest. It’s 

not my sort of thing. I admire the ones who did tremendously. And I think it’s 

been brought to the notice of a lot more people that women do think that they’re 

second-class citizens because of the women’s liberation groups.420  

 

This statement suggested that there was support for the demands of women’s liberation 

amongst working-class women, namely those with trade union involvement, as also 

shown within the transcripts of interviews conducted between Marc Karlin and the 

women of the CAG. It also suggested that following the 1970 Miss World protest there 

was support for the Women’s Liberation Groups amongst working-class women, even 

if this did not translate to an interest in joining these groups. Rather, this suggested 

that although working-class women were not joining these groups, the actions of those 

middle-class women seeking to achieve women’s liberation was successful in that they 

achieved the objective of raising women’s consciousness. However, Muriel stated that 

she has always been working for women’s liberation, and therefore it would be more 

accurate to suggest that rather than raising consciousness, the proliferation of the 

WLM through press attention allowed for a sense of solidarity amongst middle- and 

working-class women, an acknowledgement of collective consciousness, whether this 

was translated into collective practice, as with the Night Cleaners’ Campaign.  
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This collective consciousness amongst British women of 1970s Britain applied not 

only to those more visible aspects of WLM, like their objection to the objectification 

of women, as demonstrated at the Miss World 1970 protest. As previously stated, the 

demands of equal pay and equal education and job opportunities were ones which were 

not only pursued by members of the WLM but had been championed by women of the 

trade union movement for decades, reaching its zenith in the 1970s.  

 

Growing numbers of women within paid employment, combined with rising trade 

union membership provoked a moment for championing the demands of women 

within the British trade union movement. As explored within Chapter One of this 

thesis, the legislative changes made throughout this decade failed to open 

opportunities for women. As Sarah Boston stated; “Equal pay was soon seen to be 

meaningless without equal opportunity. Equal opportunity was seen to be meaningless 

unless women were given the chance to take those opportunities”.421 The failure of 

trade unions to create such opportunities is recorded within the historiography of 

women and the British trade union movement, and indeed it was not until 1979 that 

the TUC launched the Equality for Women Within Trade Unions charter, calling to 

ensure that women were represented on decision-making bodies.422 Despite the 

shortcomings of the trade union movement throughout the 1970s, women were 

responsible for several prominent cases of industrial action at this time, as exemplified 

by the Night Cleaners’ Campaign.  
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The relationship between the WLM and the unionisation of working-class women 

more broadly was acknowledged by Judith Hunt’s A Woman’s Place is in Her Union 

(1982). Here, the movement was said to be at the core of a revitalisation of campaigns 

older than Women’s Liberation, and thousands of women were directly involved with 

this, with many more women becoming involved in the wider women’s movement. 

Hunt stated in this essay that: 

The consciousness-raising groups of the Women’s Liberation Movement 

remained very much the arena of women who had some form of higher or 

further education, and still do. But the issues raised of the ways in which 

women are psychologically and socially subordinate to men and the 

explorations of ways of combating this has had an effect on many 

organisations and individuals beyond the confines of the Women’s Liberation 

Movement. Perhaps at its simplest level this is expressed by a recognition that 

the problem of building women’s confidence in themselves and their own 

aspirations is a key to involving more women in public activities and new areas 

of work, and to developing the possibilities for women’s liberation, both 

individual and collective.423 

 

The relationship between the middle class WLM and the working-class women of the 

Night Cleaners’ Campaign was exemplary of a wider relationship that had been 

fostered by the emergence of Women’s Liberation Groups in the early 1970s. In this 

landscape, women were given the opportunity to achieve greater confidence and 

fulfilment of aspirations on a personal level, in the pursuit women’s rights. In the case 

of the Night Cleaners’ Campaign, as with other examples of women’s unionisation 

and industrial action, this was achieved alongside the call for better working conditions 

for women.  

 

Conclusion 
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In viewing the campaign through the lens of Berwick Street Film Collective’s 

production of Nightcleaners, the relationships between the working-class women of 

the CAG, and the predominantly middle-class women of the WLM has enriched our 

understanding of the campaign. The campaign demonstrated the growing activism of 

working-class women within the British trade union movement in the early 1970s, and 

previously this has been overshadowed by the legacy of the Winter of Discontent 

within popular memory. In addition to this activism of working-class women, the 

campaign also highlights the convergence of trade union activism and WLM 

campaigning that was taking place in 1970s Britain. This evidence invites us to reflect 

on the questions raised at the start of this chapter: can the Night Cleaners’ Campaign 

be viewed in terms of class consciousness amongst working class women who were 

unionising, striking, and raising the profile of the campaign? Or is this instead another 

example of consciousness raising by the WLM? Can Nightcleaners be seen as an 

example of middle-class appropriation of working-class women’s experiences? 

 

The assistance of the WLM was significant, as before May Hobbs had begun to work 

with them, she had spent eight years trying to organise cleaners.424 The assistance of 

the movement in the campaign was a catalyst for its formation. Although the WLM 

was predominantly middle-class, the movement did not attempt to intervene in the 

experiences of working-class women. Within her analysis of the campaign, Sally 

Alexander stated that “Women’s liberation first began to work with the night cleaners 

because May Hobbs asked for help. Our participation was not a strategic intervention 

in the working-class struggle”.425 Further to this, Alexander concluded this analysis in 
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stating that “We [WLM] are not asking to participate in the class struggle; the 

Women’s Liberation Movement must redefine it”.426 

 

The next chapter examines the relationship between the involvement of middle-class 

artists and activists in the lives of working-class women through the production of 

Nightcleaners. By shifting the historiography of the campaign away from the personal 

accounts of middle-class women of the WLM, it instead places the focus upon the 

working-class night cleaners. Therefore, the making of Nightcleaners provided the 

documentation within which to explore this experience of working-class women, but 

we need to look past the representation of them within the film to gain a deeper 

understanding of their involvement in the campaign, the unionisation of night cleaners, 

and the industrial action that they performed.  
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Chapter Four Unionisation and Industrial Action 

Part Two 

Introduction 

 

This chapter builds upon the last, adding to the historiography of the Night Cleaners’ 

Campaign through analysis of the production of Nightcleaners. The collective practice 

approach of the WLM is compared to that of the Berwick Street Film Collective. The 

impact of Nightcleaners upon its release is investigated, as are art historical 

perspectives on the film, the representation of the intersections of race and gender 

within it. Finally, it presents how a hidden heritage of working-class women can be 

found within this.  

 

This chapter argues that to understand the wider impact and context for the work it is 

necessary to raise questions of intersectionality and representation. Working class 

women’s voices are heard within Nightcleaners, predominantly those of White British 

women, yet over half of those women working as night cleaners were Black. This is 

not directly addressed within the film. These are women who appear within 

Nightcleaners, but not at its forefront. Nightcleaners was released in 1975 as 

Nightcleaners Part I, and its intended Part II was released in 1978 as ‘36 to ‘77. The 

focus of this film was Myrtle Wardally, a Grenadian woman who was a leader of the 

CAG strike at the Shell Offices in Fulham in 1972. Does this shifting focus towards 

the experiences of women of colour by the Berwick Street Film Collective exemplify 
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a shift in focus throughout the decade to one that is more inclusive? If so, was this 

typical of the zeitgeist of late 1970s Britain?  

 

Collective Practice 

 

The collective practice of working-class women’s industrial action since the late 

1960s, influenced the development of the WLM; “the industrial action by working-

class women at Dagenham and elsewhere in 1968 was hugely influential on how the 

WLM developed and placed importance of ‘cross-class alliances’ at the forefront”.427 

The pursuit of these alliances was not the only way that the WLM acted collectively. 

Within feminist publications; “the processes of collectively producing, writing and 

publishing was a feminist commitment, and as much activism as other forms of 

consciousness-raising”.428 As Laurel Foster discussed within her research on feminist 

print cultures and the WLM, “magazine production as activism enabled women to both 

participate in the movement and explore their own particular feminist politics”.429 One 

of these magazines was Red Rag, “a magazine of liberation produced by a group of 

Marxists in the Women’s Liberation Movement”.430 The aim of the publication was to 

“help build an alliance between women liberators and the working-class movement”, 

calling for the movement to do something about women’s rights, rather than merely 

accepting these principles.431 Unsurprisingly, there are many articles which address 
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the changing landscape of women and work within 1970s Britain throughout editions 

of Red Rag. Within Issue 3, the cover story ‘That Bloody Section’s Out Again’, 

presents an edited version of what Jean French presented to the Women’s Struggle and 

the Unions workshop held in London in December 1972. French campaigned for Equal 

Pay within the Labour Party in the late 1960s:432 

I think that one of the biggest weaknesses in the Women’s Movement, at the 

present time, is that there are so few organised factories and places of work. 

There are so many complex reasons as to why this is so, that if I recount some 

of my own experience in engineering factories and give you some idea of the 

necessity of making women understand the need for a trade union in their 

places of work, this will give you some idea of the problems that there are.433 

 

There are parallels with this article and those from Issue 6 of Red Rag, as discussed 

previously in Chapter Three. French and Harrison were both working-class women, 

with experience of factory work. This is a clear demonstration of the presence of 

working-class women within the WLM. Although clearly involved with the activities 

of the movement, including the writing of articles and the addressing of workshops, 

these are women who have not been given the same recognition within the history of 

the movement as those women who have written its history. In addition to what was 

suggested within these articles about the largely under-represented contribution of 

working-class women to the WLM, it also identified the barriers in place when trying 

to organise working-class women into joining a trade union. In a decade of rising 

female trade union membership, ‘That Bloody Section’s Out Again’ detailed how 

those who were calling for the unionisation of women recruited members, and the 

issues that they had to overcome in this. This placed the struggle of unionising women 

night cleaners into a wider context, and therefore implied that this represented a 
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situation that was not unique to the Night Cleaners’ Campaign. The article ended with 

discussion of the responsibilities of those women who work in “terrible conditions”, 

in this case factory work, but these poor working conditions were also faced by night 

cleaning women. Also mentioned is how “so many [...] have huge responsibilities. 

Usually, their jobs are quite near home and most of them have families. They tend to 

have the attitude that they are only out to work for a short time, that things are going 

to get better...”.434 The reason for women choosing to undertake night work is 

highlighted within the transcripts of conversation between Marc Karlin and night 

cleaners. Again, the reason shown here is the demand of family responsibilities. This 

will be examined further at the end of this chapter, and is returned to in Chapter Five’s 

examination of how childcare provision was addressed in the Hackney Flashers’ 

Who’s Holding The Baby? (1978). The article presented an idea that can be seen in 

parallel with this mode of collective artistic practice – collective action: 

Consequently it’s been difficult getting women to fight for a pension scheme, 

especially as the employer capitalises on these attitudes. But we manage to 

achieve it. It’s over the years that you can bring women along and it’s so 

important to make women understand that if anything happens to one woman 

then it’s up to all women to take action.435 

 

This call for women to work collectively is indeed how the Night Cleaners’ Campaign 

operated. Rowbotham discussed how this was something that May Hobbs, leader of 

the campaign, called for, and the difficulties that women night cleaners faced in 

fulfilling this demand: 

 They had no time for the meetings and demonstrations which for we young 

activists in Women’s Liberation had become a way of life. Nonetheless, a few 

of them came on that first march in 1971 to hear May Hobbs call for ‘‘the self-

organization of women at their workplace’’. A Socialist Worker report, written 

by Irene Bruegel, records how May emphasized the need to fight employers 

and ‘‘press for greater democracy within their unions’’ (Bruegel in Socialist 
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Worker 1971:7). We leafleters soon found this was a tall order for the women 

we were trying to recruit. Even joining a union was a major step. Many were 

too afraid because they were claiming Social Security, had immigration 

problems or were simply terrified of the contractors.436  

 

This statement highlighted several issues examined throughout this chapter. Again, 

the barrier created by demands on the time of those women night cleaners who 

balanced paid work with the responsibility of unpaid labour performed in caring for 

their family, so precariously, whilst deprived of sleep. May Hobbs’ demand for the 

self-organisation of women at their workplace sits alongside the anxieties of many 

night cleaners when asked to join a union. As stated by Jean French, these anxieties 

were to be counteracted by all women taking action, as can be seen within the rising 

female trade union membership within 1970s Britain.437  

 

Is this idea of working collectively symptomatic of a wider cultural movement within 

1970s Britain? And is this something which needs to be given greater prominence 

alongside the socio-political factors which dominate the existing historiography of 

women and work within the decade? Can this rapidly increasing unionisation of and 

industrial action performed by working women be seen because of the coming together 

of women to act collectively? Does this study of the collective practice of artists 

exploring women and work share commonalities with the collective practice of those 

working-class women who were campaigning for better pay? 
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Curating Impact and Legacy: Production and Release of Nightcleaners 

 

As stated within the introduction to Chapter Three, its focus of this thesis is not upon 

art historical significance. Instead, the production of Nightcleaners is utilised as a 

means of informing the historiography surrounding the campaign. Its production and 

release, especially how this was received by those involved in the campaign, goes 

beyond how the film has been considered by art historians. The intention of 

Nightcleaners was outlined by Sally Alexander; “it is hoped that when the film of the 

campaign is finished it will be used to publicise the cleaners’ situation and to recruit 

more leafleters”.438 In spite of this assertion, it was not until February 1975 that 

Nightcleaners was first shown, at Arnolfini Cinema, Bristol. Rather than presenting 

Nightcleaners as a means of promoting the campaign, it took place at the first festival 

of British independent cinema in Bristol, 106 miles away from London.439 Therefore, 

this raises a disparity between the objectives of the Berwick Street Film Collective, 

and the subjects of their work, the working-class women of the Night Cleaners’ 

Campaign.  

 

The inability of Nightcleaners to perform as a means of publicising the cleaners’ 

situation is evident in how; “By the time the film-makers completed Nightcleaners at 

the end of 1975, the campaign had fizzled out, though groups of cleaners gathered to 

watch it and it was shown at Labour, socialist and women’s meetings around the 

country”.440 But Rowbotham maintained that Nightcleaners was shown at meetings, 
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this is not to say that it was well received. Nightcleaners was intended to promote the 

cause of the CAG, but as its release was delayed several times, this instead became a 

“long, experimental documentary”.441 Siona Wilson has identified that Nightcleaners 

was first screened in 1975 “after nearly four years in post-production editing”.442 The 

delay in the production of Nightcleaners is shown within a copy of The Cleaner’s 

Voice newsletter, labelled as from the “early 1970s” in the papers of Sheila 

Rowbotham, most likely from winter or spring 1972.443 The newsletter stated: 

The film about cleaners is almost ready - it runs for 1½ hours - contractors 

and managers are welcome to come along and see their Dickensian and unjust 

methods of employment exposed - (if they think their consciousness could stand 

it!). The showings of the film will soon be arranged and Cleaner’s Voice will 

give you the details.444 

 

Therefore, in addition to Nightcleaners starting out as a film that would document the 

Night Cleaners’ Campaign, this highlighted how the women of the CAG were 

continuing to perceive the film throughout its making, seeing it as a way in which to 

expose “unjust methods of employment”. This is not what was delivered three years 

later, from a film that was supposedly “almost ready” in 1972. There is evidence to 

suggest that cleaners were consulted on film taken in the making of Nightcleaners. A 

pamphlet about the victory of the Strike at the Ministry of Defence Building in 

Fulham, 30th July-16th August 1972, addressed “to all cleaners and leafletters from 
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the Nightcleaners film collective. You are invited to view and discuss uncut sections 

of film taken during the strike at the Ministry of Defence in Fulham last July”.445 

However, this viewing is not listed within the comprehensive Nightcleaners 

Chronology - Rough Notes, written by James Scott in July 1975.446 Therefore, a record 

of the event itself proves to be illusive, and this suggests that the Berwick Street Film 

Collective were not actively engaged in a discussion of the film with cleaners and 

leafletters. Concerned instead with the form which the film took rather than its purpose 

as a campaign film, as indicated within its premier at the first festival of British 

independent cinema, to an audience with an interest in independent cinema, rather than 

the unjust employment of night cleaners. There is evidence to suggest that 

Nightcleaners was shown at meetings following its completion in 1975:  

When the film was shown at meetings, it provoked extreme reactions. Left 

audiences were used to the format of TV newsreels and were bewildered by 

Marc Karlin’s efforts to create space for viewers to think, imagine, probe and 

question with blank screens and long, slow shots of the women’s faces. In 

refusing cinematic conventions he wanted to get beyond the externalities of 

‘‘struggle’’ into the lives and feelings of the women. He took some people with 

him, including some of the cleaners, but he left others furious, including an 

irate May Hobbs, who had always wanted a quick, short, propaganda film.447  

 

Therefore, the Berwick Street Film Collective did not deliver the film that the women 

of the CAG anticipated. Instead, Rowbotham acknowledged that: 

Nightcleaners became a classic work, recognized by filmmakers as pioneering 

and stored in the British Film Institute archive. However, the night cleaners, 

still largely ununionized, continued to go to work at 10pm each night carrying 

their plastic bags of belongings, though cameras and leafleters no longer 

pursued them through the deserted streets.448 

 

 
445 STRIKE, Night Cleaners Campaign (Reference GB 106 7SHR/D/01), Papers of Sheila 

Rowbotham, Women’s Library Archive, London School of Economics 
446 Chronology of Night Cleaners Campaign and Film 1970-1975, Compiled by James Scott, 

1975, in Dan Kidner and Alex Sainsbury (eds.) Nightcleaners + ’36 to ’77 London (2018) 
447 Rowbotham, ‘Cleaners’ Organizing in Britain from the 1970s’, pp. 615-617 
448 ibid. 
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The film that was created was one that appealed to an audience with an interest in 

independent filmmaking, rather than one that intended to recruit more leafleters. 

Although the Night Cleaners’ Campaign had folded by the time that Nightcleaners 

was released in February 1975, as stated by Rowbotham, the circumstances of night 

cleaning women largely remained the same as those that radicalised the women of the 

Night Cleaners’ Campaign five years previously. This suggests that the Berwick Street 

Film Collective were more concerned with creating a work of radical filmmaking, 

rather than a film that would support the cause of night cleaners, and without their 

cooperation, the film would not have been possible.  

 

Art Historical Perspectives of Nightcleaners 

 

Nightcleaners has been examined within the context of art history, and the objective 

of this thesis is not to expand upon this, but to utilise Nightcleaners as a lens through 

which to explore the Night Cleaners’ Campaign. However, the influence of Brechtian 

aesthetics has been identified within art historical examinations of Nightcleaners. The 

relationship between this stylistic mode and the influence of Marxist feminism has 

been addressed in relation to Women and Work within Chapter Two, and the presence 

of this within the production of Nightcleaners is addressed here. Six months after it 

premiered at the first festival of British independent cinema at the Arnolfini Cinema 

in Bristol, Nightcleaners was screened at the Edinburgh International Film Festival in 

August 1975. Here, Nightcleaners was considered under the banner of “Brecht in 
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Britain”, in an examination of collective filmmaking practice.449 Like other film 

collectives operating at this time, including Cinema Action and the London Women’s 

Film Group, the Berwick Street Film Collective based their work on a Marxist 

Tradition.450  

 

The Berwick Street Film Collective was formed when members of Cinema Action left 

the collective in 1970.451 Petra Bower stated that “the group was approached by some 

activists within the women’s movement and asked if they wanted to make a film about 

women night cleaners. Despite their reluctance to continue making campaign films, 

the collective agreed to take on the project”.452 But what the collective made was not 

a campaign film, and instead Nightcleaners, although heralded as “one of the most 

successful political films made in Britain”, did not fulfil its objective as a campaign 

film, and instead was a vehicle for experimental filmmaking practice, potentially at 

the expense of the success of the Night Cleaners’ Campaign itself.453  

 

The Berwick Street Film Collective was formed when some members of Cinema 

Action left the collective in 1970, wanting to create a structure that “would allow for 

freer experimentation with aesthetic methods and strategies”.454 In doing so, they 

moved away from making “films that could be used by workers in the struggle for 

improved working conditions”.455 Therefore, it is evident that the objective of the 

 
449 Claire Johnston and Paul Willemen, ‘Brecht in Britain: The Independent Political Film 

(on The Nightcleaners)’, Screen 16:4 (1975) 
450 Petra Bauer, Sisters! Making Films, Doing Politics, Stockholm (2016) pp. 38-39 
451 ibid. pp. 56-59 
452 ibid. 
453 Johnston and Willemen, ‘Brecht in Britain’, pp. 111-112 
454 ibid. (1970 according to Bauer, Sisters!, pp. 56-59; 1971 according to Rowbotham, 

‘Jolting Memory’, pp. 6-8) 
455 Bauer, Sisters!, pp. 56-59 
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collective was not to create films with a political aim, as with the work of Cinema 

Action, but to instead focus on the representational strategies utilised within these 

films. As a result, this preoccupation with the aesthetics of Nightcleaners 

foregrounded the significance of the Night Cleaners’ Campaign. 

 

This experimental approach to documenting working-class struggle was praised by 

film theorists. Within film journal Screen, Claire Johnston and Paul Willemen upheld 

Nightcleaners as “the most accomplished example of political cinema”.456 Whereas 

the work of Cinema Action was described as “tell[ing] us nothing about that reality - 

the real forces in operation - and yet it produces in the spectator the effect of reality, a 

reality from which contradiction and struggle have been eliminated”.457 The purpose 

of the films of Cinema Action was described by Petra Bauer as “to set in motion 

actions that were to take place beyond the screening itself […] Cinema Action as a 

group was primarily interested in the content of the films and their relation to the world 

around it”.458 This was in sharp contrast to the motivation of the Berwick Street Film 

Collective. In discussion with Johnston, members of the collective stated that: 

The distribution will largely have to rest with us, for we have to struggle with 

the Left's notion, for example, of what the working class will understand [...] 

The problems presented by a film like The Nightcleaners [sic.] which demands 

so much energy and effort from the people who see it can't be resolved within 

the confines of that practice. It presupposes the development of an 

understanding of film on the part both of the people who are to see it and on 

that of the people who wish it to be seen. Whether in a few years’ time this is a 

film one would want to show is very much open to doubt, but it does pose a 

question about how films are seen at the moment.459  

 

 
456 Johnston and Willemen, ‘Brecht in Britain’, pp. 111-112 
457 ibid, P104 
458 Bauer, Sisters!, pp. 56-59 
459 Johnston and Willemen, ‘Brecht in Britain’, P117 



   
 

 

 

203 

Not only did the collective disregard their commitment to making a campaign film for 

the Night Cleaners’ Campaign, but they viewed Nightcleaners as a “losing battle” with 

the left, as it was not “meant to be shown with everybody unanimously understanding 

it”.460 This stood in contrast to the agit-prop films produced by other British film 

collectives on the Left, like those of Cinema Action, that were intended to convey 

information. The Berwick Street Film Collective did not expect that Nightcleaners 

would be shown in future as a means of conveying information about the Night 

Cleaners’ Campaign. Indeed, the film has been viewed only from an art historical 

rather than a historical perspective previously, viewed through the lens of its aesthetic 

significance rather than as a means of conveying information about the campaign 

itself. This discussion recorded within Screen suggests that this was intentional, and 

that instead of posing questions about working conditions of night cleaning women, 

Nightcleaners was posing questions about filmmaking practices. In a BBC Radio 3 

interview from 1999, twenty-four years after the release of Nightcleaners, Marc Karlin 

stated that: 

The film was about the distance between the women who organise – the 

Women’s Liberation Movement, who were there to leaflet on behalf of the 

trade union and try to get night cleaners involved, and so on. The film was 

about distances. The film was about the distance between us and the night 

cleaners, between the women and the night cleaners, and was choreographing 

a situation in which communication was absolutely near enough impossible 

[…] The women’s movement came mainly from a kind of middle-class 

background, and I got in terrible trouble for even saying there were distances, 

or making a film about distances, and that is what I wanted to do, by and 

large.461 

 

 
460 ibid. 
461 ‘A Passion for Images: Marc Karlin interviewed for BBC Radio 3 by Patrick Wright, 

Tuesday, 2 February 1999’ [https://spiritofmarckarlin.com/tag/nightcleaners/], accessed 7th 

April 2021. 
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Although Karlin’s assertion that there was a distance between members of the mainly 

middle-class WLM and the working-class night cleaners was grounded in an 

undeniable class difference, this does not mean that the distance between the night 

cleaners and the WLM was as chasmic as the distance between the night cleaners and 

members of the Berwick Street Film Collective. This relationship between the 

working-class night cleaners and the middle-class WLM was touched upon by Sally 

Alexander: 

Differences between us and the night cleaners were both apparent and real. 

Their faces were etched with exhaustion; we wore long hair, dressed and spoke 

differently. Education and income made the significant difference. But as we 

got to know each other, some of us became close friends. Some of us had 

children, we laughed at the same things, we learned to trust each other. For 

months, May [Hobbs], her husband Chris and their three children were in and 

out of the house that my partner, my daughter and I shared with others, 

including one of the filmmakers, Mary Kelly.462 

 

The understanding of the WLM’s class position was one that they were openly aware 

of, and in her assessment of the Night Cleaners’ Campaign in Red Rag, Alexander 

stated that the relationship between sex oppression and class exploitation was not only 

present within women’s position in the labour market, but within the WLM being 

“primarily a middle-class movement this question sometimes posed itself in the form 

of the relationship between the Women’s Liberation Movement and working class 

women”.463 Therefore, this perceived distance between the middle-class WLM and 

working-class night cleaners did not reflect the reality of the campaign. Alexander 

argued that one of the commonalities shared between these middle- and working-class 

women was their experience of motherhood, and this could be seen to account for the 

closer relationship with Mary Kelly than other members of the Berwick Street Film 

 
462 Sally Alexander, ‘Afterword: Women’s Liberation in London in the 1970s’, in Ra Page 

(ed.), Protest: Stories of Resistance, London (2017), P269 
463 ‘The Night Cleaners’, Red Rag (Issue 6), P3 
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Collective. Kelly’s experience of motherhood was meticulously documented within 

her artwork Post-Partum Document (1973-79). Regardless, this suggests that despite 

the differences between these women, close relationships were formed, and the way 

in which Nightcleaners attempted to demonstrate distance between them was not 

reflective of reality.  

 

Indeed, the motivations of the middle-class Berwick Street Film Collective cannot be 

projected onto the participation of the largely middle-class WLM in the Night 

Cleaners’ Campaign. As Siona Wilson identified, the release of Nightcleaners in 1975 

was controversial among some feminist audiences; “many feminist activists harshly 

rejected it because it failed to deliver a straightforward campaign message: the 

intersections of race, class, and gender remained intractably dissonant”.464 This 

acknowledgement of the intersections of feminist issues represented a broader 

progression within the WLM, and the lack of recognition within Nightcleaners cannot 

be seen as reflective of the Night Cleaners’ Campaign itself.  

 

Intersectionality and Representation 

 

This intersection between race and gender was seen by the WLM as a way in which 

employers exploited night cleaners. A pamphlet written by Mary Kelly in May 1971 

stated that: 

Cleaning contractors are thriving on sexism and racism. The inferior social 

status of women and blacks means that they are especially under-privileged as 

part of the labour force. They get the worst jobs, for example, night cleaning, 

 
464 Siona Wilson, Art Labor, Sex Politics, pp. 3-4 
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where 90% of the 3,000 workers in London are women and over half of these 

are black.465 

 

This pamphlet was entitled Why Should Women’s Liberation Support the Campaign 

to Unionize Night Cleaners? This discussion of sexism and racism within the labour 

force was framed as an ideological reason for doing so. This struggle for equality can 

be placed within the context of the economic class struggle, and therefore within this 

pamphlet Kelly is appealing to the Marxist feminists of the WLM. Support for the 

Night Cleaners’ Campaign amongst Marxist feminists was evident within its extensive 

coverage in Red Rag: 

The cleaners are mostly between the ages of 20 and 60, but there are a 

substantial number over 60. They are almost all married, divorced or 

widowed, with several children, the youngest under school age. Lack of 

nursery facilities forces women out to work at nights. The women are either 

the sole providers in the family, or their husbands are low-paid. Some do two 

cleaning jobs, one in the day or early evening as well. Others take different 

part-time work during the day. A large percentage of the women are 

immigrants; West Indian, Asian, Greek, Spanish, Irish. Immigrant women are 

uncertain of their rights, cannot always speak English very well, and are the 

most easily intimidated. Cleaners work in small groups on different buildings 

throughout London.466 

 

This outline of the intersectionality of night cleaners demonstrated the broad range of 

ethnicities, and the issues faced by ‘immigrant women’. More significantly, the 

treatment of women of colour within the workplace was the catalyst for May Hobbs’ 

activism, as identified within an article from The Guardian in February 1971. The 

article stated that her “first experience of industrial action was over the dismissal of a 

West Indian cleaner called Effie. They had been working together for several months 

and one night, without any warning, the supervisor gave Effie her cards [...] The 

 
465 Why Should Women’s Liberation Support the Campaign to Unionize Night Cleaners?, 

(Reference GB 106 7SHR/D/01), Papers of Sheila Rowbotham, Women’s Library Archive, 

London School of Economics 
466 The Night Cleaners’, Red Rag (Issue 6), P6 
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supervisor said she didn’t like blacks, and that was that”.467 This not only highlighted 

the racism experienced by women of colour within the cleaning trade, but more 

significantly this showed that the activism of May Hobbs, and with it the action of the 

CAG, represented not only white British working-class women, but British women of 

colour, and migrant women. These were women who were particularly vulnerable to 

the largely unregulated action of contract cleaning employers, not only because of 

migrant women’s uncertainties of rights, as identified by Sally Alexander, but because 

of the racism that was encountered in the workplace. This vulnerability experienced 

by Black night cleaners is highlighted within Shrew magazine’s special issue on the 

campaign. Here, in a discussion of leafleting in November 1970, it is stated that “those 

she spoke to about joining the union were very keen, although some of the black 

women were afraid that they might lose their jobs”.468 Yet, what the article does not 

identify is whether this concern is one driven by racism that these women may have 

experienced within the workplace, or, as identified by Sally Alexander, an uncertainty 

of their rights. This perceived apprehension of Black night cleaners to unionise is 

contrary to a report “from one of our sympathetic telephonists” in an issue of The 

Cleaner’s Voice: 

There has been a deliberate attempt by the contractors’ management to use 

race as a means of discouraging union militancy. Black girls are victimised 

through sackings and through giving them the worst jobs, and the bosses try 

to frighten them by such remarks as “you will all be sent home when the 

Immigration Bill is passed”, or “there won’t be any black cleaners in a few 

years”. The black cleaners have shown great resistance to these threats, and 

have been among the most militant in the union. And the bosses have not been 

able to divide the cleaners against each other as they hoped. Black and white 

women have come out together in support of their fellow workers.469 

 

 
467 ‘Rocking the Bucket’, The Guardian, 17th February 1971 
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Significantly, this statement highlights the activism of Black women within the Night 

Cleaners’ Campaign. Furthermore, it touches upon the attempt of employers to divide 

their workers in their racist rhetoric. Yet, this report exemplifies the solidarity amongst 

the night cleaners, with Black and white cleaners supporting their colleagues, 

regardless of their race. This demonstrates that although night cleaners faced racism 

from cleaning contractors, this did not, contrary to statements made by members of 

the WLM, prevent them not only joining the union, but from being active within it. 

Furthermore, this suggests they did not face racism from their colleagues, despite 

employers’ attempts to divide the workforce.  

 

Documenting a Hidden Heritage 

 

Although Nightcleaners itself was not considered by members of the Berwick Street 

Film Collective as a work that would be viewed in the years following its release, the 

significance of the film extends beyond their expectations. The making of 

Nightcleaners provided documentation of the campaign itself, and therefore a record 

of the lives of the working-class women who were the subjects of the film. This 

otherwise hidden heritage is not only found within what remained after the four years 

of post-production editing but is also evident within the transcripts of the interviews 

that were recorded in the making of the film. Transcripts of an interview with Ann, 

Jean and Phylis provide a record of how their feelings towards night cleaning. In 

contrast to the way in which this was framed by the Berwick Street Film Collective, 

Jean mentions a dream of living in the country, to which Ann provides a candid 

account of her feelings about working as a night cleaner: 
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I don’t dream like that and this is not a dream. I would like to stop off at home 

with my family at night time. I wouldn’t swap this job for another job. I would 

like more money - but I would prefer to stay at home. I don’t enjoy going out 

in the night - but once I meet the girls it’s OK - still everybody else is sitting 

with their family having a chat and you’ve got to come out.470 

 

The existing historiography surrounding the Night Cleaners’ Campaign has been 

written from the perspective of the mostly middle-class WLM involved in the 

campaign. Instead, this material from the production of Nightcleaners allows for the 

campaign to be re-examined and shifts the focus to the voices of working-class 

women, their experiences previously viewed through the lens of middle-class activists 

and artists. 

 

Although May Hobbs’ autobiography, Born to Struggle, was published by Quartet 

Books in 1973, only eleven of the 164 pages are dedicated to the Night Cleaners’ 

Campaign. Instead, the book is a “racy and authentic portrait of working-class life in 

Hoxton”.471 Therefore, the opportunity for Hobbs to narrate the campaign was lost, 

and although she “became nationally famous as a result of her Cleaners Action strike”, 

this was not at the forefront of her memoir. 472 The unwillingness to reflect upon the 

significance of the Night Cleaners’ Campaign within Born to Struggle is not 

surprising. Andy Clark suggested in his research surrounding the industrial action of 

women in West Scotland in the 1980s, that although their actions gained wider support 

and positive press coverage, upon interviewing them three decades later, these women 

did not perceive their actions to be of great significance.473  

 
470 12, Night Cleaners: Transcripts (Reference GB 106 7SHR/D/02), Papers of Sheila 

Rowbotham, Women’s Library Archive, London School of Economics 
471 Hobbs, Born To Struggle, Front inside cover.  
472 Hobbs, Born To Struggle, Back inside cover.  
473 Andy Clark, Marginalisation of Women’s Resistance to Industrialisation, Teesside 
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This insight into the lives of night cleaners within the transcript of the interview with 

Jean, Ann and Phylis also provides a record of why working-class women chose to 

undertake night work. This was suitable for women with families, and women working 

as night cleaners were “almost all married, divorced or widowed, with several 

children, the youngest under school age. Lack of nursery facilities forces women out 

at nights. The women are either the sole providers in the family, or their husbands are 

low-paid”.474 This necessity to work at night is highlighted by Ann when asked an 

unrecorded question about nurseries: 

Ann: The thing about more nurseries, it’s alright now, I don’t have children 

going to nursery - suppose though she does her job 9-3 or whatever time the 

nursery takes the kids - you don’t know when the child is going to be ill - or 

nurseries have holidays. We don’t, suppose the children get ill, you know how 

kids can get measles, chicken pox and that sort of thing - they can’t stay at the 

nursery. So what governor is going to keep your job open all the time?   

Interviewer: So, OK let’s say that there were nurseries for every three streets 

and the people who look after these nurseries take it in turn, from the street, 

people you know. People you know very well. If your kid was ill, it would be 

looked after by people you know very well.  

Ann: I don’t know about that myself, if the child was ill, I would like to be 

there with it.  

Jean: Because it means you would have to haul them out of bed and explain 

to the nursery - it is not fair when the kid is ill. 

Interviewer: The kid is not ill all the time? 

Ann: But what governor would keep the job open for you - if the child got the 

measles, the very least he’s off school for ten days - so he goes back after ten 

days - he’s got that or a cold. No governor is going to keep that open for you.   

Interviewer: If it was a union demand for the work that you did if the child was 

ill - you would get time off - and still have these nurseries for those every three 

streets… 

Ann: Yes.475 

 

Firstly, this raises questions of how well the WLM demand for free 24-hour nurseries 

was received by working class women. Instead, those night cleaners interviewed here 
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suggest that this demand does not allow for those women who did not work at night 

the compensation from employers to care for their children if they were to fall ill. The 

suggestion of the interviewer that this should be demanded by the union is something 

that was still discussed over a decade later. Equality of opportunity with men had 

begun to be understood as not an adequate demand, something that had been 

perpetuated due to how trade unions “simply accept[ed] male definitions of work and 

union activity and of the relation (or non-relation) between home and work, instead of 

developing demands based on the different experiences of women”.476 This lack of 

recognition amongst trade unions regarding the relation between home and work is 

significant in that it raises the notion that to understand the shifting landscape of 

women and work in 1970s Britain, we cannot ignore the domestic work performed by 

women within the home, including childcare.  

 

Feminist artists of 1970s Britain did examine childcare, and there are aspects of this 

that have been explored within the art historical cannon, most notably Mary Kelly’s 

Post-Partum Document (1973-79). However, the focus of this thesis is to explore work 

created by those artists who worked collectively as researchers, exploring the lives of 

working-class women, as opposed to making work that focused upon their own 

experiences. Instead, the next chapter of this thesis, Chapter Five, explores the 

domestic and childcare responsibilities of working-class women, through the lens of 

The Hackney Flashers’ Who’s Holding the Baby? (1978). This artwork showed the 

impact that a lack of childcare had on women’s lives. Within this work there is 

exploration of the cuts that were made to state nursery provision, and this, along with 
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the documenting of working-class women’s lives, can be viewed alongside 

Nightcleaners, in that the expansion of the contract cleaning trade was a result of 

government cuts. Together, this demonstrates the privatisation of public services that 

was gathering pace across Britain throughout the 1970s.  

 

Conclusion 

 

From this investigation of the campaign, it is evident that there was a middle-class 

appropriation of the working-class experience. The working-class women of the Night 

Cleaners’ Campaign had understood that the production of Nightcleaners was to result 

in a campaign film. Instead, what was produced, although hailed as one of the most 

successful political films in Britain, did not serve to advance the campaign, as the four 

years of post-production editing that this went through saw its release come two years 

after the disbanding of the campaign. The making of Nightcleaners provides the 

documentation within which to explore this experience of working-class women, but 

we need to look past their representation within Nightcleaners to gain a deeper 

understanding of their involvement in the campaign, the unionisation of these 

working-class women, and the industrial action that they performed.  

 

The significance of Nightcleaners to this study goes beyond what can be seen within 

the film, and instead lies within the wealth of archive material relating to its 

production. The transcripts contained within the papers of Sheila Rowbotham in the 

Women’s Library Archive present candid accounts from the working-class women of 

the Night Cleaners’ Campaign. The topics covered within these conversations go 
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beyond discussion of the campaign itself, bringing into play the ideas of Women’s 

Liberation and childcare provision. Furthermore, this provides an account of how 

these women felt about their work as night cleaners. This adds depth to the 

understanding of the relationship that working class women had with the WLM, 

showing quite clearly the juxtaposition between support for the movement whilst 

having reservations about its proposed reform of 24-hour nurseries. Instead, the 

working-class women of the Night Cleaners’ Campaign were concerned with fair 

wages and safe working conditions, whilst still aligning themselves with the cause for 

liberation in the broader sense of achieving gender equality.  

 

The unionisation and industrial action of working-class women, the campaigns of the 

WLM, and the socially engaged practice of artists and filmmakers all demonstrate the 

significance of collective practice within labour history, the history of feminist 

activism, and the history of collective art practice. As Lola Olufemi has identified 

within her own research on Black feminist organising as creative practice, the only art 

worth making is the collective. Only then can we reimagine spaces of artmaking. 

Political organisers are art makers.477 This relationship between activist and artist can 

be seen within Nightcleaners, although the representation of Black voices within the 

artwork does not represent the participation of Black working-class women within the 

campaign.   

 

 
477 Lola Olufemi, ‘Imaginative-Revolutionary Potential Black Feminist Organising as 

Creative Practice’, Grassroots: Artmaking and Political Struggle, Panel 2: Collective 
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The practice of the Berwick Street Film Collective shifted focus throughout the 

decade. Nightcleaners was initially released as Nightcleaners Part I, and what was 

intended as the second part of this series was released in 1978 as ‘36 to ‘77. This film 

centred upon the life experience of one woman, Myrtle Wardally, a Black Grenadian 

woman who was a leader of the CAG strike in Fulham in 1972. This suggests that the 

collective shifted the focus of their work, and instead began to better represent the 

lives of women through a more intersectional lens, focusing instead upon the 

experiences of Black working-class women. This can be seen as part of a wider 

criticism of the white feminism of the WLM. However, as Hazel Carby identified in 

1982, Black feminists were “not advocating that teams of white feminists should 

descend upon Brixton, Southall, Bristol, or Liverpool to take black women as objects 

of study in modes of resistance […] Instead of taking black women as the objects of 

their research, white feminist researchers should try to uncover the gender-specific 

mechanisms of racism among white women”.478 The practice of the Berwick Street 

Film Collective began to better represent the presence of Black women within the 

Night Cleaners’ Campaign throughout the decade, but it remained that this was a 

representation of Black working-class women’s lives through the lens of white, 

middle-class filmmakers. Therefore, the issues that arise within the role of artists as 

researchers when examining the lives of working-class women can be seen to reflect 

those of the British WLM of the 1970s more broadly, in that those who were producing 

this research did so from a position of privilege.   

 
478 Hazel V. Carby, ‘White woman listen! Black feminism and the boundaries of sisterhood’, 
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Chapter Five Domestic Responsibilities and 

Childcare    

Introduction 

 

This chapter addresses the unpaid labour of domestic responsibilities and childcare 

performed by women in 1970s Britain, and does so through an investigation of the 

Hackney Flashers artwork Who’s Holding The Baby? (1978). The Hackney Flashers 

were a women’s photography collective established in 1974 to create a photographic 

exhibition of women working in the London Borough of Hackney. In producing their 

first project, Women and Work (1975), they had noticed a lack of available childcare 

provision. Their next project, Who’s Holding The Baby? addressed the impact of this 

on women’s lives and explored practical solutions to this issue. The exhibition used 

agitprop techniques to show the childcare required by women for them to be able to 

undertake paid employment. In the same year that the Hackney Flashers made Who’s 

Holding The Baby?, the Office of Population Census and Surveys reported that as 

many as a quarter of mothers of pre-school children were employed.479 Who’s Holding 

The Baby? was a display of photographs, illustrations, and texts. Across twenty-nine 

panels, laminated and mounted onto hardboard for easy display within community 

settings, the work outlined the isolation faced by mothers of young children, the lack 

of nursery places for under-fives, and the establishment of Market Nursery in the 

London Borough of Hackney. Alongside photomontage and illustrations, it utilised 
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newspaper reports, statistics, and historical documentation, and interviews with and 

photographs of those who used Market Nursery. The nursery was lauded for the way 

in which it was controlled by parents, and the involvement of men within its operation. 

Who’s Holding The Baby? was first shown in Centerprise, a voluntary association 

which engaged with working class communities in Hackney.480 The artwork continued 

to be displayed within community centres and libraries across the UK. In 1979 it was 

included in the Hayward Gallery exhibition Three Perspectives on Photography. 

 

The need for childcare amongst working women is addressed, although somewhat 

briefly, within the other artworks explored within this thesis. Chapter Two shows how 

Women and Work demonstrated that women worked double-day shifts to work around 

the school day. Chapter Four explores how the production of Nightcleaners showed 

women cleaners undertook night work because of a lack of nursery provision. 

Investigating this issue further, the exploration of domestic responsibilities and 

childcare within Who’s Holding the Baby? details the unpaid labour of women, whilst 

showing the limitations faced by women performing paid labour.  

 

This chapter places Who’s Holding The Baby? within the context of Marxist feminist 

thought and provides historical context for the childcare and domestic responsibilities 

expected of working-class women. This is done through discussion of the Wages for 

Housework campaign and contemporary dialogue surrounding childcare. However, 

the historiography surrounding these issues focuses mainly on the experiences of the 

largely middle-class WLM, and by bringing the work of the Hackney Flashers into the 

 
480 ‘Remembering 1968: The Hackney Centerprise Co-operative’ 

[https://www.historyworkshop.org.uk/remembering-1968-the-hackney-centerprise-co-

operative/], accessed 13th December 2021. 

https://www.historyworkshop.org.uk/remembering-1968-the-hackney-centerprise-co-operative/
https://www.historyworkshop.org.uk/remembering-1968-the-hackney-centerprise-co-operative/


   
 

 

 

217 

discussion, this chapter aims to remedy this erasure of working-class women’s’ 

experiences within the historiography. It contributes to the cultural and social history 

of the domestic and childcare responsibilities of working-class women in 1970s 

Britain, using Who’s Holding The Baby? as a case study. This chapter also sits within 

the broadening of the concept of work to include domestic labour (including the 

bringing up of children) as a form of productive labour within the framework of 

Marxist labour theory.481 Feminist scholars have redefined the parameters of work 

since the 1970s, and a special issue of Women’s History Review in 2021 addressed 

how “we now recognize mothering […] as work”.482 Academics have redefined the 

spheres associated with domestic labour, and within this chapter I further extend this 

sphere to incorporate the activity of the community nursery, as examined within Who’s 

Holding The Baby?. The central concern of this chapter is to analyse how the Hackney 

Flashers documented the hidden heritages of working-class women but doing so as a 

collective of middle-class practitioners operating as artist researchers.  

 

Who’s Holding The Baby? is analysed through consultation of archival material, from 

the collections of the Jo Spence Memorial Archive, the British Library, Hackney 

Archives, and the Bishopsgate Institute. Art historical discussion of the Hackney 

Flashers’ work is also brought into this analysis. A renewed interest in the work of the 

Hackney Flashers within this field can be seen within recently published works by 

Na'ama Klorman-Eraqi (2019), and Noni Stacey (2020).483 This exploration of 

 
481 Ann Oakley, Subject Women London (1981), pp.163-186 
482 Eileen Boris & Sasha Coles, ‘WHR special issue: work, poverty, and policy’, Women's 

History Review, 30:2 (2021), P183 
483 Na'ama Klorman-Eraqi, The Visual is Political - Feminist Photography and Counter-

Cultural Activity in 1970s Britain New Brunswick (2019), Noni Stacey, Photography of 

Protest and Community: The Radical Collectives of the 1970s (London, 2020) 
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childcare does not reflect the experiences of all working-class women in 1970s Britain. 

Not all women were mothers, whether this be involuntarily or voluntarily. Academic 

attention to the subject bloomed throughout the 1970s, with 22 articles exploring 

voluntary childlessness published throughout the decade.484 In 2018, Natalie 

Sappleton published a study of childlessness through a feminist lens, analysing 

scholarship on the subject from 1920 onwards.485 But, as with the other chapters of 

this thesis, the themes explored within it are constrained by the artworks in question, 

and here the study of Who’s Holding The Baby places focus upon the experiences of 

women with children under the age of five, and their struggles for childcare. This is 

placed within the context of domestic labour, through a Marxist feminist lens.  

 

This thesis explores the shifting landscape of women and work within 1970s Britain, 

and this coincided with a shifting landscape of art practice throughout the decade. 

Unlike the practice of the collectives explored within earlier chapters, a retreat from 

middle-class art collectives representing the lives of working-class women can be seen 

within the disbanding of the Hackney Flashers in the late 1970s. This was catalysed 

by Jo Spence’s desire to facilitate the documentation of working-class lives through 

the autonomy of working-class communities, rather than the practice of middle-class 

artists. In her autobiography, Spence stated; “I began to be aware of my middle 

classness on this project [Women and Work], and to feel quite uncomfortable with 

it”.486 This feeling was representative of a broader turn away from socially engaged 

collective practice within British art at this time. As Amy Tobin identified, 1980 “was 

 
484 Natalie Sappleton, Voluntary and Involuntary Childlessness: The Joys of Otherhood?, 

Bingley (2018), P19  
485 ibid. 
486 Jo Spence, Putting Myself in the Picture: A Political, Personal and Photographic 

Autobiography London (1986), P59 
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a moment when more was at stake, particularly as women developed in different 

directions and working apart, became more common than working together […] many 

of the freedoms and possibilities of the 1970s were sewn-up, battles were lost and new 

frontlines were drawn”.487 Indeed, the break-up of the Hackney Flashers at the end of 

the 1970s is demonstrative of this shift towards women working apart within art 

practice.  

 

This chapter shows that Who's Holding The Baby? presented a pragmatic approach to 

tackling the social issues of 1970s Britain. I discuss the urgency of childcare provision 

in the wake of public sector budget cuts, as examined within the artwork. This was 

indicative of a transition within artistic practice throughout the decade, from one which 

objectified the hardship of working-class women, towards one which expressed hope 

and optimism, in advocating solutions to these issues. 

Domestic Responsibility and Childcare 

 

It was not until the 1970s that gender emerged as a core concern of British labour 

historians, and even then, the field of labour history revolved around “largely white 

male, paid, and organized British workers”.488 Writing in the early 1980s, Anna Davin 

argued: 

For most labour historians work has meant waged work, and preferably work 

done in mine or workshop or building site or dock or steelworks [...] let alone 

unpaid domestic labour. And struggle has also been defined in a partial way, 

concentrating on issues relating to wage and employment, and excluding those 

 
487 Amy Jessica Tobin, ‘Working Together, Working Apart: Feminism, Art, and 

Collaboration in Britain and the United States, 1970–81’ (PhD Thesis: University of York, 

2016), pp. 162-164 
488 Neville Kirk, ‘Challenge, Crisis, and Renewal? Themes in the Labour History of Britain, 

1960–2010’, Labour History Review, 75:2 (2010), P165 
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relating to the quality of life, or taking place away from the point of production 

[...] The contribution of feminist historians […] has been to argue that the 

sexual division of labour must itself be examined for shifts and variations both 

as to practice and ideology, because once understood it can be a key to the 

changing actuality of work, of daily life and of struggle, as well as for the 

analysis of how capitalism maintains itself.489 

 

This turn towards examining the labour history of women has been led by Marxist 

feminist scholars, with particular attention given to the sexual division of labour within 

the capitalist system. Sociologist Ann Oakley published widely on the subject of 

housework throughout the 1970s, and later stated that she was “particularly keen to 

establish a conceptual separation between housework and childcare”.490 Within this 

chapter, the assessment of the work of the Hackney Flashers recognises a separation 

of the labour of housework and the labour of childcare and legitimises both. The 

analysis within this thesis contributes to the labour history of childcare as a legitimate 

form of work; despite the forty years that have passed since Davin’s reflections, this 

remains an under researched aspect of the discipline.  

 

The unpaid domestic labour performed by women must be placed within the context 

of women’s relationship with the unions, as examined within Chapters Three and Four. 

The relationship between women’s domestic labour and the role of the unions was 

examined by feminist activists throughout the 1970s. Women, the Unions and Work 

was presented as a discussion paper at the 1972 WLM National Conference in 

Manchester. This was immediately published as a pamphlet by the Notting Hill 

Women’s Liberation Group. The publication sparked debate, and the development of 

 
489 Anna Davin, ‘Feminism and Labour History’ in Raphael Samuel (ed.) People’s History 

and Socialist Theory, London (1981), pp.177-179 
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the Wages For Housework movement in Britain. Wages For Housework grew to 

represent a new organising perspective within the WLM.491 In a feminist analysis of 

the unions, the pamphlet placed the division of labour within the idea that “we women 

everywhere are daily struggling against work and for wages, and that unions are for 

work and against us”.492 The movement outlined how, in the face of working-class 

resistance, trade unions and governments “have together constructed an attack to 

which women are central”.493 Here, it was said that “the state calculates that our 

unwaged housework will bridge every gap in wages and social services. Every plan 

they make is premised on our work”.494 The movement criticised Left organisations 

for their “narrow focus on the factory and on trade unionism”, whereas the experience 

of women is one that is an “integral part of the whole productive apparatus […] a view 

of the total problem which Left organisations lack”.495 Instead, Wages For Housework 

called for working-class women to make demands that went beyond the white male 

dominated organisations of the left, who were calling for women to liberate themselves 

by going out of the home to work for wages, raise their trade union consciousness, and 

help men in the ‘general struggle’.496 The movement proposed six demands within 

their pamphlet, and two of these were directly concerning reproduction and childcare. 

They demanded for women to have control of their own bodies, and not only for free 

birth control and abortion on demand, as did the WLM, but for “the children we want 

 
491 Selma James, Women, The Unions and Work: Or What is Not to be Done and The 

Perspective of Winning London (1976), P1 
492 ibid. 
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and can’t afford”.497 For these children, the campaign also called for “free community 

controlled nurseries and child care”.498 It explained the need for this demand: 

Either we are trapped at home bearing and rearing children, in wageless 

isolation, serving men so they can serve capital, our will subordinate to theirs; 

or we go out of the home for a waged job at low pay, dumping our children at 

babyminders or State nurseries and doing a second shift when we get home, 

our will still subordinate to theirs. Our feminism grasps finally the totality of 

exploitation, in the home and out of it, and therefore grasps the totality of 

working-class struggle, in the home and out of it. No working-class 

organisation has ever done that before.499 

 

It is noticeable that the Wages For Housework campaign identified itself as a working-

class organisation. Class tensions within the WLM have been recorded within more 

recent historiography.500 Likewise, a central concern of this thesis is the dynamic 

between a predominantly middle-class membership of art collectives and the working-

class women who were the subjects of their practice.    

 

The issue of childcare is one that was taken up by the WLM from its inception, with 

twenty-four-hour nurseries being one of the four original demands raised at its first 

conference in 1970. Although national nursery campaigns proved unsuccessful, local 

initiatives for childcare persisted in the mid-1970s, and they included the 

establishment of the Market Nursery, as examined within Who’s Holding The Baby?. 

Parallel to these local schemes was the establishment of the Nursery Action Group by 

feminists associated with the Working Women’s Charter, anticipating cuts to local 
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authority childcare provision as early as 1974.501 Prior to these cuts, the government 

had advocated for the expansion of nursery education by publishing the Plowden 

Report in 1967, but “there was no suggestion in Plowden that early years education 

could or should help working mothers”.502 There was no “recognition of [the social 

reality of women’s employment] as a deep social change or acknowledgement that 

many women wanted to work” by the state. 503 Instead, working mothers were to make 

their own arrangements for childcare, using voluntary or private providers. Instead the 

WLM called to “push for more child care centres in Britain which are imbued with 

[Women’s Liberation] consciousness”.504 They advocated for community groups 

providing day-care that was flexible, local, and “run for the benefit of children and 

adults that are involved in it […] whatever group works towards a centre should have 

a clear analysis of the state and a flexible approach to work which must be done to 

begin to build anti-sexist class consciousness”, which would be initiated and 

controlled by the community, whilst funded by Local Authorities.505 This ethos of 

nursery provision that was flexible, local and run for the benefit of children and adults 

was one that can be seen with the operation of Market Nursery. Yet, momentum 

gathered by feminist campaigning for the expansion of nursery education and 

childcare was “largely cut off by the public expenditure squeeze of the late 1970s”.506 

This was a concern shared by the trade union movement, with the records of the 

 
501 “By 1973, Charlton was referring to the national campaign as 'abortive', although there 

were a number of more localised campaigns underway.” Vicky Randall, ‘Feminism and 

Child Daycare’, Journal of Social Policy, 25:4. 1996, pp. 487-488  
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Hackney Trades Council documenting the attendance of their delegates at the How to 

Fight the Education Cuts conference in 1976, organised by the Trades Union Congress 

South East Regional Council. The background papers for the conference outline how 

“some LEAs [Local Education Authorities] are no longer admitting children to infant 

schools until after their fifth birthday”.507 This is indicative of a trade union movement 

that championed the need for nursery provision for under-fives. 

 

But the care of under-fives in Hackney was in crisis long before these cuts were 

proposed, as detailed in the July 1974 edition of Hackney People’s Press. Eight 

hundred children were on the waiting list for day nurseries, and this was only counting 

urgent cases, “like one-parent families who have to work”.508 Although Hackney 

Council proposed to spend £1,712,000 over three years to provide nursery school 

places, this would only provide spaces for 450 children, even though there were to be 

2,490 children needing a playgroup by 1976.509 Yet, the reality of what was required 

in 1976 far exceeded these estimates, with the paper reporting that “there are 18,000 

children under five in Hackney. An estimated 5,600 of these are in either single parent 

families or families where both parents go out to work. So, the existing 471 borough 

and voluntary day nursery places fall far short of the number needed”.510 

 

 
507 ‘How to Fight the Education Cuts! Background papers conference April 3rd 1977’ 

(Hackney Archives D/S/52/6/15/12 Hackney Trades Council, Secretary’s Correspondence, 

1966-1987, Correspondence and papers relating to the fight against education cuts) 
508 ‘They’re Knocking Down Our Nursery’, Hackney People’s Press, No.12, July 1974 

(Hackney Archives, D/B/HPP) 
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In the context of these cuts to public spending, the Hackney Nursery Campaign was 

“founded as a result of discussion between Hackney Under Fives, Council Nursery 

Workers and the women’s subcommittee of the Trades Council”.511 Hackney Under 

Fives acted ‘as a pressure group, ensuring that the council and other bodies [were] kept 

well informed about the necessity for child day-care centres”.512 They also provided 

information to groups; publishing the Guide to Services and Facilities for Under Fives 

in Hackney, and encouraging applications for grant funding. After campaigning for 

seven years, in May 1978 the Hackney Under Fives marched “to demand more money 

for provisions for preschool children in Hackney”, and were joined by two hundred 

and fifty people, many of them children.513 The Hackney Nursery Campaign 

advocated that the Equal Pay Act and the Sex Discrimination Act “mean nothing while 

at the same time the government are implementing measures which will in effect 

ensure that women will remain tied to domestic and family duties”.514 This 

demonstrated not only dissatisfaction with the implementation of this legislation, but 

also the relationship between paid employment and the unpaid labour of childcare. 

 

This chapter refers to men’s involvement in the provision of childcare within Market 

Nursery, as explored within Who’s Holding The Baby? Men’s participation in 

childcare and childcare campaigning has been recently addressed within the 2021 

exhibition Albert Potrony: Equal Play, shown at BALTIC Centre for Contemporary 
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Art, Gateshead. [Illustration 24. Albert Potrony, Equal Play, Baltic Centre for 

Contemporary Art, Gateshead, September 2021]515 Not only does this fit within a 

contemporary exploration of the WLM within art gallery spaces, but details men’s 

involvement in childcare through the archive of the Achilles Heel collective, and 

Crèches Against Sexism. Achilles Heel produced a magazine, highlighted in the 

December 1979 edition of Hackney People’s Press.  Here, they are described as ‘a 

group that has found that “men’s power in society not only oppresses women but also 

imprisons us in a deadening masculinity which cripples all our relationships”.516 Also 

featured in the archive presented within Equal Play is the writing of Dalston Men’s 

Group, and their experiences of fatherhood and childcare responsibilities in the late 

1970s. The group were operating at the same time, and indeed in the same borough of 

London as Market Nursery. Who’s Looking After Baby?, an article written by Clive 

Goodwin, details his responsibility of being the primary caregiver to five children. 

Here, he touched upon social stereotyping, the attitudes of men and how this was 

“designed to keep women in the home”, and how “it would need a monumental effort 

to irradicate all traces of sex role stereotyping from our society”. [Illustration 23. 

‘Who’s Looking After Baby?’, Men’s News, May 1977] 517 This acknowledgment of 

men’s responsibility for childcare is one which is mirrored within the operation of 

Market Nursery. Another article from Dalston Men’s Group, written by David Bartlett, 

discussed the findings of the Childcare Our Way report by the London Strategic Policy 

Unit, that childcare problems are particularly acute for Black and ethnic minority 
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parents, suggesting that the intersection of race was being addressed within studies of 

childcare provision in the late 1970s.518 

Radical Practice in Hackney 

 

These childcare campaigns sat alongside a plethora of feminist informed campaigning 

within the London Borough of Hackney, with the radical community newspaper 

Hackney People’s Press documenting such activities. Nursery provision was not the 

sole concern of feminist activity to improve the lives of mothers in Hackney, with 

campaigns against ‘battered wives’, and housing shortages also recorded within 

editions of the newspaper. This activism was paired with information about girls’ 

projects, men’s consciousness raising, and in December 1976, a feature on The 

Hackney Flashers. [Illustration 21. ‘Exposed! Who are the Hackney Flashers?’, 

Hackney People’s Press 22 November/December 1976] The actions of the women’s 

movement in Hackney throughout the decade were documented within the November 

1979 edition of Hackney People’s Press by Sheila Rowbotham, who was involved in 

the creation of Nightcleaners, as mentioned in Chapters Three and Four. The July 1973 

edition of the newspaper also featured an interview with May Hobbs of the 

Nightcleaners’ Campaign.519  

 

In documenting the childcare campaigns of the borough, Hackney People’s Press 

called for childcare to be “available everywhere, to everyone who needs it”.520 The 
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demand for childcare provision was framed within the same context that Irene 

Bruegel’s theory of Reserved Army of Labour is placed but appeared five years before 

this was first published in Feminist Review.521 In Hackney’s People’s Press, the issue 

of childcare is seen as one which was easily remedied in the Second World War, 

“when childcare facilities suddenly appeared for women working in the factories. 

Once the war was over, it was a case of ‘Alright love, back to the sink, the men are 

back’”.522 Instead of this ready availability of childcare provision, they paint a picture 

of the circumstances of the women of Hackney in 1974: 

Now, in these days of tower blocks, small flats and dangerous traffic, the kids 

are under the woman’s feet, shut in, no one to talk to, they drive you mad, and 

then they tell you you’re inadequate. There’s a lot wrong with state childcare, 

they can get at your kids earlier. But at least there should be some choice and 

some say over the sort of childcare we want.523 

 

The isolation faced by the mothers of young children, particularly those that lived in 

high-rise buildings, was addressed within Who’s Holding The Baby?. The artwork 

went beyond an investigation of Market Nursery, providing the context as to why 

increased nursery provision was of such urgency. Between the Second World War and 

the early 1970s, the number of nurseries had decreased by 85%.524 This lack of state 

provision for under-fives meant that working mothers were turning to private childcare 

facilities, which in some cases were seen as “a total exploitation of the mothers and a 

serious neglect of the children”.525 The WLM began to advocate that “mothers are 

made to feel guilty about their own children and are criticised for leaving them. 
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Instead, they should be encouraged and be given active help and advice. To fill this 

gap, we have to demand play facilities and nursery schools for all of the children”.526 

The establishment of these additional facilities can be seen within Who’s Holding The 

Baby?’s exploration of Market Nursery. In 1974, Hackney People’s Press reported 

that “there are now 20,000 children in Hackney under five. Only a small proportion of 

them get any sort of day care attention [...] Local parents have already got together in 

some areas to organise their own facilities”.527 This self-organisation of parents in 

Hackney is exemplified by the establishment of Market Nursery. 

Marxist Feminist Thought 

 

The concerns of contemporary feminist theory are demonstrated by the subjects 

addressed within Who’s Holding The Baby?. The relationship between labour, gender 

and class is one which appears heavily throughout the work. In a discussion of the 

Hackney Flashers’ practice, collective member Liz Heron stated that “class is an issue 

[…] but we’ve moved away from just doing documentary exposés of the ‘real 

condition’ […] What we’ve been more explicit about is the necessity for fighting class 

oppression as well as women’s oppression and showing the two as mutually 

reinforcing”.528 Here, Heron was explicit in her indication that Marxist feminism 

influenced their practice. Marxist feminist thought links the oppression of women 

under patriarchy to the capitalist mode of production. The capitalist mode of 

production is also the source of exploitation of the working class, and therefore the 
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source of both class oppression and women’s oppression. Indeed, photographs taken 

by the Hackney Flashers in their production of Women and Work were used to 

accompany the Red Rag article ‘Consciousness, Class, and Feminism’. The article was 

a call to arms for women workers to harness a revolutionary consciousness.529 The 

Hackney Flashers discussed their practice with Hackney People’s Press, where they 

stated that they used the tools of the popular media “as a means of investigating the 

conditioning of women into accepting their duties as wives and mothers - and also to 

investigate the role in capitalist society women’s work both within the home and 

outside it”.530 They framed their practice within a critique of patriarchy and of 

capitalism, closely aligning it with Marxist feminism. 

 

This is not to neglect the influence that the WLM had upon the practice of members 

of the Hackney Flashers. Maggie Murray stated that “I think one of the main external 

influences was feminism. In the early 1970s, the second wave of feminism in this 

century rose and that had a profound effect on me”.531 Murray’s first experience with 

feminism was her involvement in the exhibition Women on Women at the Half Moon 

Gallery. It was at one of the meetings of photography groups at the gallery that she 

met Jo Spence, who was there trying to recruit members to the Hackney Flashers.532 

However, Spence recalled the same period as one within which the women’s 

movement was “pretty embryonic”.533 Instead, she stated that she was “much more a 

Marxist than a feminist”, and that the involvement of Liz Herron, another member of 
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the collective, with the Half Moon Gallery was on more of a feminist platform than 

her own. 534 This suggest that although feminist thought was an influence of the 

collective, at the centre of their practice was the application of Marxist thought. 

Indeed, Spence attested that the Hackney Flashers “were all closet Marxists really, but 

with a concentration on women”.535 

 

This intersection between Marxism and feminism was present within contemporary 

feminist theory. Feminist theorists, like the Hackney Flashers, were exploring 

domestic labour through the lens of Marxist feminism by the end of 1970s. This 

suggests a shift away from the study of women’s labour being confined to the 

workplace, and instead towards performance of unpaid labour within the domestic 

sphere, encompassing both housework and childcare. This hidden labour was 

magnified further by the economic crisis of 1974, as cuts to public sector budgets hit 

women the hardest, and it is in this context that the lack of nursery provision was 

highlighted within Who’s Holding The Baby?.  

 

This largely theoretical work of feminists has been described as preoccupied with the 

conceptual. Veronica Beechey stated that this theory was constituted with “little 

reference to concrete evidence about women’s employment”.536 Instead, this chapter’s 

exploration of Who’s Holding The Baby?, as with the artworks explored within 

previous chapters have done so, provides this concrete evidence. But rather than being 

the preserve of the sociologist, this evidence was presented by the art collectives who 
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were creating work that explored women and work, in this case, the exploration of the 

parent-controlled Market Nursery by the Hackney Flashers.  

Women and Work (1975) 

 

Hackney Trades Council organised an exhibition to commemorate their 75th 

anniversary in 1975. This provided a catalyst for the Hackney Flashers to produce 

Women Work in Hackney (later referred to as Women and Work), an exhibition of 

photographs of women at work in the borough.537 As identified within Chapter Three, 

the progress being made towards gender equality within the trade union movement 

was not yet fully realised within the practice of local groups. Therefore, it is not 

unsurprising that the anniversary of Hackney Trades Council was billed as ‘75 years 

of brotherhood’, with Liz Heron of the Hackney Flashers later suggesting that “the 

sisterhood was an afterthought”. [Illustration 22. Hackney Trades Council 1900-1975 

75 Years of Brotherhood]538 

 

However, an article written by the Hackney Flashers for the Hackney People’s Press 

in 1976 stated that “the recently formed Women’s Subcommittee of the Hackney 

Trades Council had insisted on having a section of the Trades Council’s 75th 

Anniversary Exhibition devoted to women workers in Hackney and had asked us to 

 
537 A Trades Council, or a Trades Union Council, is a local group of trade unionists, elected 

from trade union branches to promote effective solidarity in disputes, joint issue-based 

campaigning, and to provide a link between the workplace and the wider working-class 

community.  

‘Trades Councils: Who we are and what we do’ [https://www.tuc.org.uk/trades-councils-

who-we-are-and-what-we-do], accessed 23rd August 2021. 
538 Heron, in Spence (1986), P67 

https://www.tuc.org.uk/trades-councils-who-we-are-and-what-we-do
https://www.tuc.org.uk/trades-councils-who-we-are-and-what-we-do
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do the photographs for it”.539 Therefore, sisterhood was a concern of the Hackney 

Trades Council, as illustrated by the activity, and indeed the influence, of its Women’s 

Subcommittee. The archive of the Hackney Trades Council further demonstrates its 

commitment to sisterhood. Alongside the presence of Women and Work within the 

Hackney Trade Union History exhibition, women were also the focus of one of the 

drama portions of the 75 Years of Brotherhood programme. Here, the West London 

Theatre Workshop presented “their new play on women”.540 

 

This commitment to sisterhood continued beyond these celebrations, and in April 1977 

the Hackney Trades Council held the conference Women in Struggle, inviting Jayaben 

Desai and “the cleaning ladies” of North East London Polytechnic to speak. In the 

letter sent to the cleaners they were told that other speakers were to come “from Trico, 

Grunwick, American Farmworkers, Elizabeth Garrett Hospital” [the Trico and 

Grunwick strikes are discussed within Chapter Three of this thesis].541 The conference 

was open to all local trade unionists, and its purpose was “to show how women trade 

unionists have fought on such issues as: Equal Pay, Sex Discrimination, Health and 

Safety etc., in order to inspire other women (and men) trade unionists to do the 

same”.542 Therefore, the sisterhood was demonstrably of some concern to the Hackney 

Trades Council, with Michael Knowles, the Secretary of the Council, emphasising 

 
539 ‘Exposed! Who Are The Hackney Flashers?’, Hackney People’s Press, 

November/December 1976, P8 (Hackney Archives, D/B/HPP) 
540 Hackney Trades Council 1900-1975, 75 Years of Brotherhood (Hackney Archives 

D/S/52/6/15/12 Hackney Trades Council, Secretary’s Correspondence, 1966-1987) 
541 In 1978, Jayaben Desai led 100 mainly South Asian women in a dispute against the 

Grunwick photo processing factory in Willesden, North London.  

‘Jayaben Desai | TUC 150’ [https://tuc150.tuc.org.uk/stories/jayaben-desai/], accessed 19th 

January 2022.  

Letter from Michael Knowles to Jayaben Desai, 16th March 1977, (Hackney Archives 

D/S/52/6/15/12 Hackney Trades Council, Secretary’s Correspondence, 1966-1987) 
542 Letter from Michael Knowles to “The Cleaning Ladies”, 20th March 1977, (Hackney 

Archives D/S/52/6/15/12 Hackney Trades Council, Secretary’s Correspondence, 1966-1987) 

https://tuc150.tuc.org.uk/stories/jayaben-desai/
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how important it was for not only women trade unionists, but for men also to fight on 

those issues facing women.  

 

The Hackney Trades Council also called for their Women’s Subcommittee to be more 

active. In a letter from November 1976, Knowles called for the convenor of the 

subcommittee to work more closely with the “militant and progressive” Hackney 

Trades Council, and to take policies to them for endorsement.543 Not only was the 

subcommittee expected to take policy endorsements to the trades council, but to “reach 

the grass roots of the movement and talk to them and win them to progressive 

policies”.544 The representation of women at branch level was of importance to 

Knowles, who stated that “the unionisation of women and the struggle for trade union 

rates, rights and conditions in Hackney places of work where there are women is an 

immediate priority”.545 Arguably, it was inappropriate for the male secretary of the 

trades council to ask for more involvement from women, given the dual role of women 

and how this hindered their involvement in union activity (this dual role is addressed 

within Chapter Four of this thesis). However, his argument was one that focused on 

the subcommittee's ability to connect with working class women. Knowles 

complained that the subcommittee had developed into “nothing more than a discussion 

club with no women who work in the ‘blue collar’ trades attending or active in it”.546 

The subcommittee was preventing the council from being able to go “into places of 

work, reach out, and speak to and struggle with working women as trade unionists”.547 

 
543 Letter from Michael Knowles to The Convenor of the Women’s Subcommittee, Hackney 

Trades Council, 23rd November 1976 (Hackney Archives D/S/52/6/15/12 Hackney Trades 

Council, Secretary’s Correspondence, 1966-1987) 
544 ibid. 
545 ibid. 
546 ibid. 
547 ibid. 
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The voices of working-class women within the British trade union movement grew 

louder throughout the 1970s. This has been explored within the research of Tara 

Martin, who gathered oral testimonies from “a group of women trade unionists from 

the National Union of Public Employees [NUPE] who participated in the strikes of the 

Winter of Discontent [1978-79]”.548 Martin stated that “these working-class women 

began to make significant inroads into NUPE and the Labour Party, which helped to 

make working women's issues more central to the British labour movement for 

decades to come”.549 Women’s issues could already be seen as of some importance to 

NUPE even before the Winter of Discontent took place. Who’s Holding The Baby? 

includes a footnote that stated “we acknowledge the financial support of N.U.P.E. and 

of The Gulbenkian Foundation”.550 The Gulbenkian Foundation have been supporting 

the role of the arts within communities since the late 1950s, and their support to the 

Hackney Flashers is of no surprise.551 However, this assistance from NUPE is 

demonstrative of support for women’s issues within the trade union movement. The 

support of NUPE, and indeed of the Hackney Trades Council, suggests a stronger 

relationship between women and trade unions than in the early 1970s, as shown within 

Nightcleaners and addressed within Chapters Three and Four of this thesis.  

 

The London Borough of Hackney is in the East of the city, where a thriving 

Community Arts Movement had flourished since the 1960s. Local identity was drawn 

 
548 Tara Martin, ‘The Beginning of Labor's End? Britain's "Winter of Discontent" and 

Working-Class Women's Activism’, International Labor and Working-Class History No.75, 

Spring 2009, P49 
549 ibid.  
550 The Hackney Flashers, Who’s Holding The Baby? 
551 ‘Our Story | Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation UK Branch’ [https://gulbenkian.pt/uk-

branch/about-us/story/], accessed 13th December 2021. 

https://gulbenkian.pt/uk-branch/about-us/story/
https://gulbenkian.pt/uk-branch/about-us/story/
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upon by radical arts organisations, such as Four Corners and Camerawork. Contested 

ideas of community were emerging within the context of industrial decline and racial 

conflict, and within this photographic activity flourished.552 The Hackney Flashers 

Collective was formed during a meeting called by photographers Neil Martinson and 

Jo Spence. Although Martinson, along with Terry Dennett of Photography Workshop, 

was involved in early discussions, membership of the Hackney Flashers was women 

only. Members of the collective were not only photographers, but women from other 

professional backgrounds. The nine members of the collective were An Dekker, Sally 

Greenhill, Gerda Jäger, Liz Heron, Michael Ann Mullen, Maggie Murray, Christine 

Roche, Jo Spence and Julia Vellacott. Others collaborated with the collective 

throughout its existence.553 Dekker worked as a graphic designer for socialist and 

feminist publications;554 Greenhill was a photographer with an interest in birth, family 

life, education and child development;555 Jäger was a photographer who documented 

the activities of the Women’s Movement in Frankfurt, Germany;556 Heron was a 

freelance journalist contributing to publications including Spare Rib;557 Mullen was a 

photographer who had worked for Spare Rib, and also a single mother;558 Murray was 

a photographer who went on to found women’s photography agency Format in 

 
552 Carla Mitchell, Radical Visions: The Early History of Four Corners and Camerawork 

1972-1987 Exhibition Catalogue, /London (2018), pp. 10-11 
553 ‘Hackney Flashers History’ [https://hackneyflashers.com/history/], accessed 18th August 

2021. 
554 ‘An Dekker obituary’ https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/sep/14/an-dekker-

obituary], accessed 23rd August 2021. 
555 ‘Sally & Richard Greenhill Photo Library’ [https://greenhill50.com/1970s.html], accessed 

23rd August 2021.  
556 ‘Collection - Photography’ [https://www.historisches-museum-

frankfurt.de/en/sammlungen/fotografie?language=en], accessed 23rd August 2021. 
557 ‘Liz Heron’ [http://www.lizheron.co.uk/], accessed 23rd August 2021. 
558 ‘Photography in Spare Rib’ [https://www.bl.uk/spare-rib/articles/photography-in-spare-

rib], accessed 23rd August 2021. 

https://hackneyflashers.com/history/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/sep/14/an-dekker-obituary
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/sep/14/an-dekker-obituary
https://greenhill50.com/1970s.html
https://www.historisches-museum-frankfurt.de/en/sammlungen/fotografie?language=en
https://www.historisches-museum-frankfurt.de/en/sammlungen/fotografie?language=en
http://www.lizheron.co.uk/
https://www.bl.uk/spare-rib/articles/photography-in-spare-rib
https://www.bl.uk/spare-rib/articles/photography-in-spare-rib
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1983;559 Roche was a cartoonist illustrating publications including Red Rag;560 Spence 

was a photographer who collaborated with Dennett and was involved in 

Camerawork;561 and Vellacott became a psychoanalytic psychotherapist working with 

adults in North London.562 The Hackney Flashers were recruited by Jo Spence at the 

Half Moon Gallery. She stated that at the beginning the collective did not have a 

practice but began as disillusioned photographers who did not want to work for 

commercial outlets. At this time, Spence considered Maggie Murray and Sally 

Greenhill to be the most visible, obvious, radical women photographers in London.563 

In discussing the formation of the Hackney Flashers, she stated that “feminism wasn’t 

a thread at all at that point, neither were we a working-class group”.564 Instead, their 

practice focused on the sharing of photographic skills, and that these skills did not 

matter “if you were interested in the subject that we were going to document”.565 

 

What the Hackney Flashers documented for Hackney Trades Council became Women 

Work in Hackney. This was described as: 

An exhibition of some 100 photographs of women involved in most types of 

work available to women in the London Borough of Hackney […] Statistics 

mounted with the photographs show the enormous differences between wages 

earned by women as opposed to men for the same job and point to both the 

ineffectiveness and the diversionary nature of the Equal Pay Act.566  

 
559 ‘Format Photographers Agency’ [https://www.bishopsgate.org.uk/collections/format-

photographers-agency], accessed 23rd August 2021. 
560 ‘Introducing Red Rag’ 

[http://banmarchive.org.uk/collections/redrag/Red_Rag_%20introduction.pdf], accessed 

23rd August 2021. 
561 ‘Jo Spence’ [https://www.npg.org.uk/collections/search/person/mp06336/joanna-jo-

spence], accessed 23rd August 2021. 
562 ‘New Associations, Issue 2, Spring 2010’ [https://www.bpc.org.uk/download/730/NA-

02-Spring-2010-1.pdf], accessed 23rd August 2021. 
563 Jo Spence interviewed by Val Williams C459/23, British Library Sound Archive 
564 ibid. 
565 ibid. 
566 Copy of letter sent to groups interested in using the Women Work in Hackney Exhibition 

(Hackney Archives D/S/52/6/15/12 Hackney Trades Council, Secretary’s Correspondence, 

1966-1987) 

https://www.bishopsgate.org.uk/collections/format-photographers-agency
https://www.bishopsgate.org.uk/collections/format-photographers-agency
http://banmarchive.org.uk/collections/redrag/Red_Rag_%20introduction.pdf
https://www.npg.org.uk/collections/search/person/mp06336/joanna-jo-spence
https://www.npg.org.uk/collections/search/person/mp06336/joanna-jo-spence
https://www.bpc.org.uk/download/730/NA-02-Spring-2010-1.pdf
https://www.bpc.org.uk/download/730/NA-02-Spring-2010-1.pdf
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Notes from the archive of Hackney Trades Council suggested that the work was larger 

still, with 255 photographs shown across sixteen boards. The sections presented here 

were; Garment and Footwear industries (Homework and Sweatshops), Education, 

Professional, Services and Shops, Women Worked in Hackney, There is Hope for 

Change, Matchmaking, Contraception and Abortion, National Wage Rate, Day in the 

Life Of, Housework, Clerical Work, Manufacturing Industries, Childcare, Working 

Women’s Charter, and a final section was dedicated to women who worked in a 

packaging factory.567 Women Work in Hackney was displayed at Hackney Town Hall 

within the Hackney Trade Union History exhibition. This ran from 22nd September - 

4th October 1975 as part of the Hackney Trades Council 75th Anniversary 

Celebrations.568 The thoughts of visitors to this ‘women's exhibition’ are documented 

within a comment book, along with a space where they could leave their name and 

contact details if they “would like the work [they] do to be photographed and included 

in this exhibition later”.569 Indeed, the work went on to be shown at the Half Moon 

Gallery in East London in 1976, before being shown elsewhere. Correspondence in 

the archive of the Hackney Trades Council recorded that the council were approaching 

The Labour Party to have Women and Work shown at their Annual Conference in 

1976.570 

 

 
567 Women Work in Hackney Trades Council Prints (Hackney Archives D/S/52/6/15/12 

Hackney Trades Council, Secretary’s Correspondence, 1966-1987) 
568 Hackney Trades Council 1900-1975 75 years of brotherhood (Hackney Archives 

D/S/52/6/15/12 Hackney Trades Council, Secretary’s Correspondence, 1966-1987) 
569 Women and Work Comment Book (Hackney Archives D/S/52/6/15/12 Hackney Trades 

Council, Secretary’s Correspondence, 1966-1987) 
570 Letter from Marian Craythorne to Michael Knowles, dated 17th August 1976 (Hackney 

Archives D/S/52/6/15/12 Hackney Trades Council, Secretary’s Correspondence, 1966-1987) 
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Women and Work documented the low paid jobs of women in Hackney, with Spence 

acknowledging that this was demonstrative of how, for 75 years of brotherhood, not 

much had been done for women.571 In this same testimony, she shared how the women 

represented within the work were not happy with its display, stating that “the women 

were saying we’re not just victims, why draw attention to our low pay, we didn’t ask 

you to, you’re just causing problems at work”.572 Indeed, the comment book of the 

exhibition records how one visitor stated that “personally I don’t need rescuing but 

there are many who do!!”.573 This showed that amongst those who viewed the 

exhibition there was some sense of pity for the women performing the low paid jobs 

who were represented within Women and Work. This suggested that as the subjects of 

the work had argued, the Hackney Flashers had not taken adequate measures to ensure 

that their representation of working-class women within their work did not subject 

them to the pity of the viewer.  

 

This dissatisfaction of the working-class women represented within Women and Work 

is akin to that of the working-class women represented within Nightcleaners, as 

detailed in Chapter Four. However, the feedback of the women who were represented 

within Women and Work had been not only acknowledged by the Hackney Flashers, 

but this feedback shaped their later practice. In Who’s Holding The Baby, the images 

taken of those working-class men and women who utilised Market Nursery were 

paired with portions of text taken from conversations with them. Therefore, the 

Hackney Flashers gave a platform to the voices of working-class women within the 

 
571 Jo Spence interviewed by Val Williams (C459/23, British Library Sound Archive)  
572 ibid. 
573 Women and Work Comment Book (Hackney Archives D/S/52/6/15/12 Hackney Trades 

Council, Secretary’s Correspondence, 1966-1987) 
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work that they created in Who’s Holding The Baby?, going further to represent them 

than the women that they photographed for Women and Work. 

 

Women and Work led to the creation of Who’s Holding The Baby?, with Michael Ann 

Mullen later discussing how this brough the issue of childcare to the attention of the 

Hackney Flashers. The influence of Marxist feminist thought is further demonstrated 

within this admission from Mullen, as she placed the shortcomings of childcare 

provision within the context of both patriarchal and capitalist systems: 

After the exhibition [Women and Work] closed, we realised most of the women 

we photographed had children. We hadn’t thought to ask who cared for them 

while they worked […] Despite our commitment to equal rights we completely 

overlooked the need for childcare provision, just as the society in which we 

lived did. There could not have been a better lesson in how we are shaped by 

the prevailing male-dominated and capitalist ideology.574 

Who’s Holding The Baby? (1978)  

 

Maggie Murray stated that “Perhaps the most important exhibition that we did, I think 

for all of us [the Hackney Flashers], was an exhibition called Who’s Holding the 

Baby?”.575 In the wake of Women and Work, the group decided that what they “needed 

to do was look at what was really one of the main problems for women who wanted 

to work - and that was childcare”.576 The way in which the Hackney Flashers began 

this project was to go out and take photographs of facilities in Hackney, where most 

of the group lived.577 After a few months of photographing nursery schools and 

 
574 Michael Ann Mullen (in Gresty, 2014), referenced in Victoria Horne, ‘The Art of Social 

Reproduction’, Journal of Visual Culture (2016), pp. 189-190 
575 Maggie Murray interviewed by Michael Ann Mullen (F3109, British Library Sound 

Archive)  
576 ibid. 
577 With the exception of Maggie Murray, Michael Ann Mullen and Sally Greenhill, who 

lived in Islington. Maggie Murray interviewed by Michael Ann Mullen (F3109, British 

Library Sound Archive) 
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childminding groups, they displayed photographs at The Hackney Show in 1976, and 

at this stage they were still presenting “photojournalistic photography”.578 The style 

of their work changed throughout this period, and they began to describe their practice 

as one that used “the tools of the popular media - documentary photography, 

commercial advertising images and statistical information”.579 Murray suggested that 

this shift towards using “photomontage, interpreted statistics and cartoons” took place 

as the group realised that it was difficult to show what was lacking within photography, 

and that only what was there could be shown. You cannot show something that is 

missing through photography; “the limitations of photography became quite clear”.580  

 

 

Spence attributed this turn away from photojournalistic practice to the influence of 

Victor Burgin, when the Hackney Flashers borrowed from him a set of slides of his 

work.581 The resulting use of photomontage within Who’s Holding The Baby? 

demonstrated a concern with the visual representation of women, and this was a thread 

that continued to run through their practice. In 1980 they published the education pack 

Domestic Labour and Visual Representation, with most slides coming from Who’s 

Holding The Baby?. [Illustration 25. Domestic Labour and Visual Representation] The 

purpose of the pack “was particularly intended to encourage students’ active, critical 

 
578 Maggie Murray interviewed by Michael Ann Mullen (F3109, British Library Sound 

Archive) 
579 ‘Exposed! Who Are The Hackney Flashers?’, Hackney People’s Press, 

November/December 1976, P8 (Hackney Archives, D/B/HPP) 
580 Maggie Murray interviewed by Michael Ann Mullen (F3109, British Library Sound 

Archive) 
581 Spence first met Victor Burgin when he was on the Photography Committee of the Arts 

Council of Great Britain and she was awarded a grant from the committee in 1974 for a 

travelling exhibition of photographs of children. It was Burgin who encouraged her to study 

for a degree at the Polytechnic of Central London. Jo Spence interviewed by Val Williams 

(C459/23, British Library Sound Archive) 
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participation in the subject portrayed and also the issue of representation”582 Although 

the Hackney Flashers were influenced by Burgin, the way in which they looked at 

representation can be seen to more closely reflect the “heterodox Marxism of John 

Berger’s very popular Ways of Seeing (TV Series and Pelican Original 1972)”.583 This 

can be seen in how Spence described the group’s use of advertisements within Who’s 

Holding The Baby?, stating that they “were taking adverts and taking the piss out of 

them […] straight from Victor, but he would never write that […] We put everyday 

language with it”.584 By creating the work in this way, they were shaping the audience 

to which the work would speak to, shaping this further by considering how and where 

the work would be displayed. The use of text within the panels of Who’s Holding The 

Baby? presented quotes from the women and men that they photographed in the 

project. This confronted ‘common sense’ views of class or women’s role; “the 

importance of recognising the value of certain experiences and aspects of women’s 

lives by making them visible and giving women a voice - the women’s quotes used 

alongside the photographs”.585 The quotes and photographs used within Who’s 

Holding The Baby? documented those who were involved in the running of, or who 

took their children to, Market Nursery. This was framed within the context of nursery 

provision historically and contrasted this with the cuts that were made to this service 

in 1978. Much like Harrison, Hunt and Kelly did in Women and Work, as examined in 

 
582 ‘History | Hackney Flashers’ [https://hackneyflashers.com/history/], accessed 23rd 

December 2021. 
583 Anthony Dunn, ‘Aesthetics and Politics: The Case of Raymond Williams and Herbert 

Marcuse’, in Laurel Forster, and Sue Harper (eds.), British Culture and Society in the 1970s: 

The Lost Decade, Newcastle-upon-Tyne (2010), P24 

Ways of Seeing is included in the Reading List of ‘Domestic Labour and Visual 

Representation’, P22 (LCM/421 Hackney Flashers, Bishopsgate Institute Archive) 
584 Jo Spence interviewed by Val Williams (C459/23, British Library Sound Archive) 
585 ‘Domestic Labour and Visual Representation’, P15 (LCM/421 Hackney Flashers, 

Bishopsgate Institute Archive) 
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Chapter Two, the Hackney Flashers provided the historical context to their subject. 

This is one of several ways in which their practice utilised research methods.  

 

Historical investigation was not the only way in which the Hackney Flashers acted as 

researchers in their creation of Who’s Holding The Baby?. By documenting Market 

Nursery, they employed the research method of collecting oral testimony from those 

involved in the running of the nursery, which was paired with the visual tool of 

documentary photography. The methodology of the collective is undoubtedly one that 

can be seen as that of the researcher, and therefore the work that they created in Who’s 

Holding The Baby? can be utilised as a historical record of childcare provision, 

providing evidence of a hidden history of working-class women in 1970s Hackney.  

 

Who’s Holding The Baby? outlined the lack of state nursery places for under-fives 

within the borough of Hackney, which like in other local authorities of Britain in the 

late 1970s was unable to provide sufficient nursery places. Alternative childcare 

solutions were shown, with nannies, au pairs, and childminders (and the rates of pay 

for these positions) contrasted with the role played by full-time mothers, under the 

heading “childcare is a question of money and class”.586 Again, this is demonstrative 

of how the work produced by the Hackney Flashers sits firmly within Marxist feminist 

critiques. The work moves through this investigation to show how the private 

provision of a playgroup is only accessible to those mothers who do not work and 

asked, “Are there any choices?”.  This was presented alongside a cartoon strip showing 

the circularity of a mother needing a job to provide for her children, but is prevented 

from doing so, as she is unable to access state nurseries, community nurseries or 

 
586 The Hackney Flashers, Who’s Holding The Baby? 
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childminding facilities. Rather than give up, the solution is shown as fighting for better 

nursery provision. This was paired with the quote “I was completely down, finished, 

and someone said ‘there’s a nursery opening up’ - and from that day it changed my 

life completely”.587 Instead of relying solely on facts, figures and statistics, the work 

of the Hackney Flashers is underpinned by the voice of working-class women 

throughout their work, which paired with documentary photography provided a full 

record of the lives of those involved with Market Nursery.  

 

The nursery was billed as the ‘solution’ to the childcare issues discussed within Who’s 

Holding The Baby?. Workers from the nursery, alongside the parents who used the 

facility are recorded here, both female and male. Indeed, the five reasons given for 

why Market Nursery is ‘special’ are that the parents have control within the nursery, 

it is open full-time, men are involved, it is neighbourly, and it is cheap.588 The role of 

men in the nursery was further demonstrated as ‘special’ in another cartoon strip, that 

addresses the dual role of women, showing how “some people have one job”, with a 

man going to work in a factory, and after his shift he takes part in leisure activities and 

retires to bed, whereas “some people have two jobs”, showing how a woman has 

domestic responsibilities to undertake before, during, and after the same shift at the 

factory.589 By exploring how women perform both paid labour and domestic labour, 

this is aligned with the Marxist Labour Process theory, as explored by Veronica 

Beechey in her conceptualisation of part-time work.590  

 

 
587 ibid. 
588 ibid. 
589 ibid. 
590 Veronica Beechey, ‘Conceptualising part-time work’ in Unequal Work, London (1987), 

P152 
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Who’s Holding The Baby? was first shown at Centerprise Community Centre, 

Hackney, in July 1978.591 As Victoria Horne has asserted, the Hackney Flashers paid 

“particular attention to portability, reproducibility and audience access”, with the work 

designed to be displayed at grassroots sites. 592 Rather than inviting working class 

audiences into art gallery spaces, as Harrison, Hunt and Kelly did, with Women and 

Work (as examined within Chapter Two), Who’s Holding The Baby? was first shown 

at the community focused venue Centerprise. Centerprise is cemented within the 

legacy of a radical Hackney, as it engaged with working-class communities in the 

borough.593 Therefore, the practice of the Hackney Flashers suggests a revision to 

collective art practice; a move away from the gallery space, shifting instead towards 

community venues. Centerprise offered a combination of services within one place, 

with the intention of “open[ing] doors to experiences that may otherwise have been 

out of reach”.594 It has been placed within a broader history of a democratising of 

culture, achieved through collective management and cooperation of the 

community.595 The showing of the work at Centerprise is indicative of how the 

Hackney Flashers made their practice accessible to working-class parents, like those 

represented within the work itself. 

 

Spence has suggested that by this time the collective was beginning to fragment. One 

of the reasons that she gave for this was that a number of the collective had decided to 

 
591 ‘Domestic Labour and Visual Representation’, P5 (LCM/421 Hackney Flashers, 

Bishopsgate Institute Archive) 
592 Victoria Horne, ‘The Art of Social Reproduction’, Journal of Visual Culture (2016), 

P196 
593 ‘Remembering 1968: The Hackney Centerprise Co-operative’ 

[https://www.historyworkshop.org.uk/remembering-1968-the-hackney-centerprise-co-

operative/], accessed 23rd December 2021. 
594 Rosa Schling, The Lime Green Mystery London (2017), P9 
595 ibid, pp. 9-10 
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have children, and the Hackney Flashers “suddenly seemed to be turning into a mother 

and baby group”.596 She felt that this was a distraction from the “up and coming” 

subject of ideology; “for Christ sake, can we get on with the project and stop talking 

about changing nappies and things”.597 The way in which this was discussed by Spence 

did not suggest animosity, but rather a shift in the interests of the group. Although all 

members of the collective were still interested in the political motivations of the 

Hackney Flashers, those who had children were said to have mellowed, whereas those 

who did not have children were described by Spence as “rabid, working [them]selves 

to death types” ready to get on with “the revolution”.598 This disjuncture was to 

escalate further as Who’s Holding The Baby? went on to be shown at London’s 

Hayward Gallery. 

Three Perspectives on Photography and the move away from collective practice 

 

Paul Hill, Angela Kelly, and John Tagg were invited by ACGB and the Hayward 

Gallery to select what was to be the first in a series of exhibitions on contemporary 

British photography. The resulting exhibition, Three Perspectives on Photography, 

was shown at the Hayward Gallery from 1st June – 8th July 1979. The exhibition 

brought together the work of 15 photographers and two groups, to reflect “the most 

significant developments in British photography in the last few years”.599 This work 

was organised in the three ‘perspectives’ of: Photographic Truth, Metaphor and 

 
596 Maggie Murray and Michael Ann Mullen had their first children at this time, and Sally 

Greenhill had her second child. Jo Spence interviewed by Val Williams (C459/23, British 

Library Sound Archive) 
597 Jo Spence interviewed by Val Williams (C459/23, British Library Sound Archive) 
598 ibid. 
599 Paul Hill, Angela Kelly and John Tagg, Three Perspectives on Photography London 

(1979), P5 
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Individual Expression; Feminism and Photography; A Socialist Perspective on 

Photographic Practice.600 Who’s Holding The Baby? was included in the exhibition 

within A Socialist Perspective on Photographic Practice, as selected by John Tagg. 

Liz Heron, who had been a member of the Hackney Flashers since 1976, has recalled 

how this invitation was only accepted by the collective after lengthy discussion. She 

stated that “repeatedly, we have found ourselves described as a feminist art collective. 

Perhaps this perception derives from our participation in the Hayward Gallery 1979 

show”.601  

 

Who’s Holding The Baby? was not featured in the Feminism and Photography section 

of the exhibition, but the catalogue essay from Angela Kelly which addresses 

Feminism and Photography defines how feminist photography was used within the 

feminist movement; “to radically change women’s position. It can be used by feminists 

to detail aspects of ordinary women’s lives which normally are excluded from the 

dominant modes of representation; it can be used to articulate women’s personal 

experiences thus revealing the political relevance of this”.602 Indeed, the intention of 

Who’s Holding The Baby? was to radically change women’s position, in that it was 

calling for the state to provide better childcare provision for under-fives; so that 

mothers were able to take on full time employment, improve their financial situation, 

and in doing so improve their wellbeing.603 Within this, the Hackney Flashers 

 
600 ‘Three Perspectives On Photography’ | Artforum’ 

[https://www.artforum.com/print/reviews/197909/three-perspectives-on-photography-

68568], accessed 24th December 2021. 
601 ‘Here’s to the Collective’ [https://lizheron.wordpress.com/2014/04/14/heres-to-the-

collective], accessed 24th December 2021. 
602 Hill, Kelly and Tagg (1979), P42 
603 Panels of Who’s Holding The Baby? looked at the reliance of mothers on ‘tranquillisers’ 

(sedative medications that were prescribed to those with severe anxiety or insomnia), and the 

https://www.artforum.com/print/reviews/197909/three-perspectives-on-photography-68568
https://www.artforum.com/print/reviews/197909/three-perspectives-on-photography-68568
https://lizheron.wordpress.com/2014/04/14/heres-to-the-collective
https://lizheron.wordpress.com/2014/04/14/heres-to-the-collective
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documented the role of women who were mothers to under-fives. These lives were 

documented within these dominant modes of representation, but this representation 

was problematic. Who’s Holding The Baby? included an image of The Daily Mail, 

with a front-page story detailing the suicide of 26-year-old Pamela Hibberd. 

[Illustration 19. For many there’s no choice Some can’t cope with the isolation]  

Hibberd felt isolated in the flat that she shared with her husband and two children, the 

youngest of whom she took with her when falling from her balcony. Within the 

artwork, this was used to demonstrate the isolation and loneliness felt by mothers of 

under-fives, presented as a reason as to why increased nursery provision was of such 

urgency.604 But this is placed in contrast with what nursery provision can bring to those 

women who felt “completely down, finished”, in that it could “change [their] life 

completely”.605 However, the representation of this within The Daily Mail 

sensationalised the stories of those women, rather than telling their story with dignity, 

and as a means to call for better childcare and housing provision, as was done within 

Who’s Holding The Baby?. 

 

Those campaigns for better childcare provision documented by the Hackney Flashers, 

namely the establishment of Market Nursery, can be seen as representative of a 

politicised practice. Murray suggested that this ‘campaigning work’ was the reason 

why Who’s Holding The Baby? was included in the ‘socialist’ section of Three 

 
loneliness of those who lived in high rise flats, described in a Daily Mail article from 1977 

as the ‘high-rise blues’ (featured within the work).  

‘‘Sleeping pills and minor tranquillisers’ | mind’ [https://www.mind.org.uk/information-

support/drugs-and-treatments/sleeping-pills-and-minor-tranquillisers/about-sleeping-pills-

and-minor-tranquillisers/], accessed 29th December 2021. 
604 The Hackney Flashers, Who’s Holding The Baby? 
605 ibid. 

https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/drugs-and-treatments/sleeping-pills-and-minor-tranquillisers/about-sleeping-pills-and-minor-tranquillisers/
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/drugs-and-treatments/sleeping-pills-and-minor-tranquillisers/about-sleeping-pills-and-minor-tranquillisers/
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/drugs-and-treatments/sleeping-pills-and-minor-tranquillisers/about-sleeping-pills-and-minor-tranquillisers/
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Perspectives on Photography, rather than the ‘feminist’ section.606 Murray also 

described the inclusion of Who’s Holding The Baby? in Three Perspectives of 

Photography as a compromise made “to fit our politics some way into the hallowed 

halls of The Hayward Gallery”.607 Some of the Hackney Flashers felt that they should 

not exhibit at this ‘pillar of the establishment’, and that to do so was ‘selling out’. Their 

participation was influenced by those who “felt that it was important that [they] made 

[…] an intervention into a big public place like that, and showed a completely different 

sort of work to the audience that normally went to the Hayward”.608 Spence described 

the result as “a wonderful exhibition, and the point is it did speak to our audiences, it 

didn’t speak to academia or the art world”.609  

 

As suggested previously, the Hackney Flashers were already beginning to show signs 

of fracture before Three Perspectives of Photography; “it ran out of steam basically. 

So many women were so busy in it, busy being mothers or students, that it was a 

nightmare trying to have another project on top of it”.610 As the group began to 

dissolve, Spence described how her practice was to change, moving away from 

representing the lives of others, and instead towards exploring her own history through 

photographic practice. This was prompted by the opening of Who’s Holding The 

Baby? at Centerprise, a year before it showed at the Hayward Gallery: 

 

I remember sitting there thinking I feel really strange about this because next 

door and what’s going on there is not a part of my life really. I don’t live in 

Hackney, I’m not working class [...] And I thought I don’t ever want to do this 

 
606 Maggie Murray interviewed by Michael Ann Mullen (F3109, British Library Sound 

Archive) 
607 ibid. 
608 ibid. 
609 Jo Spence interviewed by Val Williams (C459/23, British Library Sound Archive) 
610 ibid. 
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again, and I was beginning to get in touch with my own history then. And I 

realised when I was in the Hackney Flashers I was actually a voyeur into my 

own past, that I hadn't remembered any of it and that in the Hackney Flashers 

it all began to come to life again.611 

 

This shift away from collective practice that concerned the lives of working-class 

communities came at the end of the 1970s for Jo Spence. This was a decade within 

which this approach flourished, and the pull away from this within Spence’s practice 

is representative of a wider shift within collective art practice. The exploration of 

collective practice within this thesis is not extensive, and there are a wealth of studies 

that concern collective art practice in Britain more broadly, most notably those that 

focus on the Community Arts Movement of the 1960s and 1970s.612 But, the research 

presented here is exemplary of the shift in collective practice in Britain at the end of 

the 1970s, one which was not only driven by the shifting ideology of collectives 

themselves, but also the shifting circumstances within which they operated. When the 

premiership of Margaret Thatcher began in 1979, her government cut £1.1 million 

from the budget of ACGB. Instead, they encouraged a turn towards business 

sponsorship.613 Don Slater, who joined Camerawork when moving to London in 1979, 

described the impact of these cuts upon community focused collectives: 614  

 
611 ibid. 
612 Alison Jeffers & Gerri Moriarty eds., Culture, Democracy and the Right to Make Art: The 

British Community Arts Movement, London (2017); Noni Stacey, Photography of Protest 

and Community: The Radical Collectives of the 1970s London (2020) 
613 ‘Arts Council of Great Britain -Thirty-fifth annual report and accounts 1979-80’ 

[https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-

file/Arts%20Council%20of%20Great%20Britain%20-Thirty-

fifth%20annual%20report%20and%20accounts%201979_80.pdf], accessed 19th August 

2021, pp. 5-8. 
614 Jo Spence and Terry Dennet were members of Camerawork, moving it away from a 

hierarchical organisation under the Half Moon Gallery, and towards an organisation 

publishing polemical work where hierarchical language would never be used. 

 Jo Spence interviewed by Val Williams (C459/23, British Library Sound Archive); ‘Four 

Corners Archive Oral History Excerpt - Don Slater’ 

[https://www.fourcornersarchive.org/archive/view/0003783], accessed 30th December 2021. 

https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Arts%20Council%20of%20Great%20Britain%20-Thirty-fifth%20annual%20report%20and%20accounts%201979_80.pdf
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Arts%20Council%20of%20Great%20Britain%20-Thirty-fifth%20annual%20report%20and%20accounts%201979_80.pdf
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Arts%20Council%20of%20Great%20Britain%20-Thirty-fifth%20annual%20report%20and%20accounts%201979_80.pdf
https://www.fourcornersarchive.org/archive/view/0003783
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All the stuff that had been built up around community politics, community arts, 

photography’s place in that, community publishing that was crucial to the 

whole thing - all that effort now looked like this incredibly fragile flower which 

was about to be destroyed. The GLC [Greater London Council] was going to 

go, the Arts Council was going to be savaged […] they could pull the plug and 

it would disappear overnight. And to some extent it did.615  

 

Therefore, the work produced by the Hackney Flashers, and the subsequent turn away 

from collective practice by members of the collective, is representative of a wider shift 

within collective art practice, coinciding with cuts to Arts Council funding in Britain 

at this time. As less funding became available, commercial galleries began to thrive. 

As Margaret Harrison described: 

I think we were buried; you know. Not just the women, but a lot of the men. I 

mean, we were so prominent, but Saatchi happened. And in that period, in the 

seventies, of course, nobody was making much money out of art, and the art 

galleries, the commercial galleries weren’t very prominent, especially in 

England, it was quite a small scene, and they really didn’t want to show us 

anyway. And the public art galleries became more and more dependent, I 

think, on the commercial scene.616  

 

The practice of the Hackney Flashers can be seen to not only demonstrate a shift in 

society, one within which the domestic and childcare responsibilities of women were 

being challenged, but also shift within the history of British art, representing the rise 

and fall of community engaged practice throughout the 1970s.  

Class, Intersectionality and Representation  

 

The issues of class and representation run deeper than the role that they played in the 

disbanding of the Hackney Flashers. Class was at the centre of the collective’s shared 

interests, and the intersections at play between feminism and class were explored 

 
615 Mitchell (2018), P11 
616 Harrison, interviewed by Stubbs  
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within its practice. Jo Spence explored an “internalised class conflict” within her BA 

dissertation in 1982. She had been exploring this since the 1970s, beginning to turn 

the camera on herself, rather than using photography as a means of representing 

others.617 Her insistence on speaking out about working class representation had 

previously been met with hostility. When working with Children’s Rights Workshop 

to review children’s books for Spare Rib, Spence was “told to shut up by middle class 

people […] [as she was] a vulgar Marxist at the time”.618 Her interest in “class and 

deprivation and images of poverty” was one which was shared with her lifelong 

collaborator Terry Dennett, who was involved with the Hackney Flashers in its 

infancy. 619   

 

Dennett identified that the Hackney Flashers had a “dynamism because of the 

differences within the people of the group”.620 Indeed, Spence identified that 

“although several of us come from working class backgrounds, we were a middle-

class group, we were all middle-class women. The drive politically came from the 

anger around our childhoods on one hand, or what I call good liberal radical concern 

on the other”.621 Although “there were tremendous differences, there was no acrimony 

around class. We [those from working class backgrounds] never got silenced”.622 The 

Hackney Flashers identified themselves as a middle-class group, but there was an 

absence of hierarchy or acrimony within their practice. Spence identified that because 

 
617 Frances Hatherley, Class Slippers: Jo Spence on Fantasy, Photography & Fairy Tales 

Bristol (2020), P27, P7 
618 Jo Spence interviewed by Val Williams (C459/23, British Library Sound Archive) 
619 ibid. 
620 Terry Dennett interviewed by Michael Ann Mullen (C459/96 (part 10), British Library 

Sound Archive) 
621 Jo Spence interviewed by Val Williams (C459/23, British Library Sound Archive) 
622 ibid. 
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of her involvement with Photography Workshop, she was invited to join the Half 

Moon Gallery. At odds with the egalitarian practice of the Hackney Flashers, the Half 

Moon Gallery did “not stop arguing about racial, gender and class discrimination and 

voyeurism”.623 Instead, within Who’s Holding The Baby? The Hackney Flashers 

represented working-class in their own words, and in doing so provided them with a 

platform for which to voice their concerns, a radically different approach to the 

voyeurism of their contemporaries.  

Art Historical Perspectives 

 

The practice of the Hackney Flashers ran in parallel to that of the other collectives 

examined within this thesis, not only in their exploration of women and work, but in 

their adoption of Marxist Aesthetics and the use of Brechtian techniques within their 

practice. The Hackney Flashers were influenced by the work of their contemporaries. 

Victor Burgin was influential in shifting the practice of the Hackney Flashers towards 

incorporating text into their work, encouraged by an ongoing dialogue between them, 

as stated previously within this chapter. However, Burgin did not support the inclusion 

of Who’s Holding The Baby? in Three Perspectives on Photography: 

I know when the Hackney Flashers’ work went into the Hayward into Three 

Perspectives, John Tagg told me in private that Victor was horrified he saw 

the Hackney Flashers’ work, although he had been really supportive. When it 

came to the international gallery circuit our work was not art. John Tagg said 

he [Burgin] didn’t want his work anywhere near the Hackney Flashers, we 

were interlopers.624 

 

 
623 ibid. 
624 ibid. 
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The inclusion of the work did cause some controversy and was met with criticism from 

those who reviewed the exhibition. The Evening Standard published that Who’s 

Holding The Baby? was “fit for display in church halls”.625 Yet, this criticism does not 

negate from how its presence within Three Perspectives on Photography cemented its 

place within art history, upheld as an innovation in British Photographic practice of 

the 1970s.  

 

The art historical study of the Hackney Flashers has centred upon their role as a 

feminist collective, and they are frequently explored alongside collectives like 

Feministo and See Red Women’s Workshop.626 Unlike this art historical exploration 

of their work, the analysis of their practice within this thesis concerns the way in which 

they acted as researchers, and presented their findings within community spaces, using 

their artwork as a pedagogical device. Within Who’s Holding The Baby? they detailed 

the struggles faced by working class women because of a lack of state childcare 

provision for under-fives. They did this by using the words and images of those 

involved in the running of Market Nursery as a case study of this issue.  

Documenting a Hidden Heritage 

 

Who’s Holding The Baby? highlights several concerns. It was not limited to an 

investigation of nursery provision; it also brought attention to other issues faced by 

mothers of under-fives; housing, isolation, and reliance upon tranquillisers. The focus 

 
625 Maggie Murray interviewed by Michael Ann Mullen (F3109, British Library Sound 

Archive) 
626 Na'ama Klorman-Eraqi, The Visual is Political - Feminist Photography and Counter-

Cultural Activity in 1970s Britain New Brunswick (2019), Jennifer Sarathy, ‘Feminist 

Collectivism In and Out of Art World Spaces’, Grassroots: Artmaking and Political 

Struggle, Kettle’s Yard Online Event Series, Thursday 3rd June 2021 



   
 

 

 

255 

of the work was the operation of Market Nursery, but this this was contextualised by 

other information presented there. This information detailed other issues faced by 

working-class women across Britain in the late 1970s. The creation of Who’s Holding 

The Baby? was informed by historical practice, with Spence stating that “I owe part 

of my radicality to the oral history movement […] The idea of oral history is very 

exciting to me. The Hackney Flashers were the epitome of that”.627 She further 

identified how this was achieved within their practice: 

You go into a community that you are geographically a part of, and maybe you 

are part of, as mothers, say, and you say how can we be useful to you? And 

then tell us your story, and we will help you to illustrate it. And then we will 

take what you want to be put with it, as words. That’s the two traditions 

brought together in the Hackney Flashers, it’s exactly what we did.628 

 

Who’s Holding The Baby? documented a hidden heritage of women, one that has 

entered the archive in a way that differs from the oral tradition discussed by Spence. 

Instead, its legacy is one that has found a wider audience, as the work of the Hackney 

Flashers has continued to be displayed within gallery spaces, made possible through 

its acquisition into public collections.  

 

Impact and Legacy 

 

A twenty-nine panel version of Who’s Holding The Baby? is held within the Arts 

Council Collection, held by them since it was shown in Three Perspectives on 

Photography.629 The work toured provincial galleries of the UK from 2011-13 in the 

 
627 Jo Spence interviewed by Val Williams (C459/23, British Library Sound Archive) 
628 ibid. 
629 ‘‘Who's Holding The Baby?’ The Question – And The Exhibition – Is Back At The 

Hayward Gallery After 36 Years| Hackney Flashers’ 



   
 

 

 

256 

Arts Council Collection touring exhibition Transmitter/Receiver: The Persistence of 

Collage.630 The exhibition catalogue framed the work of the Hackney Flashers in the 

context of photomontage and collage, focusing upon their concern with the “political 

positions concerning the physical representation of women” within advertising. 631 The 

work is described here as “directly didactic”, but the text does not mention its 

exploration of the issues facing the mothers of under-fives. 632 Yet, this was the focus 

of Who’s Holding The Baby? when first presented.633 Again, this is a shortcoming of 

the art historical examination of the practice of the Hackney Flashers, intended to be 

remedied by this thesis’ examination of artistic practice through the lens of cultural 

history.  

 

The inclusion of Who’s Holding The Baby? within Transmitter/Receiver was the first 

in a series of exhibitions. In the Hayward Gallery exhibition History is Now: 7 Artists 

Take On Britain, photographer Hannah Starkey chose to include the work as it “has 

an integrity and an urgency that doesn’t diminish with time. ‘Who’s holding the baby?’ 

is as relevant now as it was when first shown at the Hayward in the late 70s”.634 This 

 
[Https://Hackneyflashers.Com/2015/02/06/Whos-Holding-The-Baby-Back-At-The-

Hayward/], accessed 5th January 2022. 
630 Toured to Middlesbrough, Woking, Walsall, Lincoln, Aberystwyth, and Carlisle.  

‘2011 - Transmitter/Receiver: The Persistence of Collage | Arts Council Collection’ 

[https://artscouncilcollection.org.uk/exhibition/2011-transmitterreceiver-persistence-

collage], accessed 5th January 2022. 

Another, twenty-three panel version of the work is held in the collection of the Museo Reina 

Sofia, Madrid, Spain.  
631 Caroline Douglas, Transmitter Receiver: The Persistence of Collage London (2011), pp. 

19-20 
632 ibid. 
633 “The Hackney Flashers’ biggest event was arguably a demonstration outside the Hayward 

that demanded free childcare and state recognition of the needs of children under five.” 

Na’ama Klorman-Eraqi, The Visual Is Political: Feminist Photography and Countercultural 

Activity in 1970s Britain New Brunswick (2019), pp. 117-119 
634 ‘‘who’s Holding The Baby?’ The Question – And The Exhibition – Is Back At The 

Hayward Gallery After 36 Years’ | Hackney Flashers 

https://hackneyflashers.com/2015/02/06/whos-holding-the-baby-back-at-the-hayward/
https://hackneyflashers.com/2015/02/06/whos-holding-the-baby-back-at-the-hayward/
https://hackneyflashers.com/2015/02/06/whos-holding-the-baby-back-at-the-hayward/
https://artscouncilcollection.org.uk/exhibition/2011-transmitterreceiver-persistence-collage
https://artscouncilcollection.org.uk/exhibition/2011-transmitterreceiver-persistence-collage
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can be placed within a “revival of interest in 1970s photography” that has taken place 

within the last decade.635 The gallery is now upheld as a space that is engaged with by 

working-class people. In 2016-17 Arts Council England reported that 36.5% of those 

engaged with museums and galleries were from a “lower socio-economic group”, up 

from 32.5% in 2010/11.636 The social impact of the gallery is at the forefront of 

contemporary gallery practice, with the ‘usefulness’ of the museum now explored as 

a means of establishing its role in the community, as a “catalyst and an agent for social 

change”.637 The language used within contemporary museum practice shows parallels 

with community venues of the late 1970s, like Centerprise, where Who’s Holding the 

Baby? was first shown. As museums and galleries today shift their focus towards 

engaging with working-class communities, the socially engaged artwork that 

represented working-class women of 1970s Britain once again finds an audience. As 

Starkey suggested when choosing to display the work in 2015, this practice is as 

relevant now as when it was shown in the late 1970s.638  

Conclusion 

 

 
|[https://hackneyflashers.com/2015/02/06/whos-holding-the-baby-back-at-the-hayward/], 

accessed 5th January 2022. 
635 ‘Hackney Flashers at Tate Britain’ | Liz Heron’s Blog 

[https://lizheron.wordpress.com/2015/12/12/hackney-flashers-at-tate-britain/], accessed 5th 

January 2022. 
636 ‘Taking Part 2016/17: Museums And Galleries’ 

[https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-

file/Museums_Galleries_profile_2016_17_Aug18_0.pdf], accessed 5th January 2022. 
637 Bernadette Lynch, ‘‘I’m gonna do something’: Moving beyond talk in the museum, in 

Robert R. Janes, Richard Sandell (eds.), Museum Activism London (2019), P119 
638 ‘Who’s Holding The Baby?’ The Question – And The Exhibition – Is Back At The 

Hayward Gallery After 36 Years | Hackney Flashers’ 

|[Https://Hackneyflashers.Com/2015/02/06/Whos-Holding-The-Baby-Back-At-The-

Hayward/], accessed 5th January 2022. 

https://hackneyflashers.com/2015/02/06/whos-holding-the-baby-back-at-the-hayward/
https://lizheron.wordpress.com/2015/12/12/hackney-flashers-at-tate-britain/#comments
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Museums_Galleries_profile_2016_17_Aug18_0.pdf
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Museums_Galleries_profile_2016_17_Aug18_0.pdf
https://hackneyflashers.com/2015/02/06/whos-holding-the-baby-back-at-the-hayward/
https://hackneyflashers.com/2015/02/06/whos-holding-the-baby-back-at-the-hayward/
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Who’s Holding The Baby? is representative of a shift within socially engaged art 

practice of 1970s Britain. Unlike the other artworks explored in this thesis, Women 

and Work (first shown at SLG), and Nightcleaners (first shown at the first festival of 

British independent cinema, Bristol), the Hackney Flashers instead intended for their 

work to be displayed within community spaces (Who’s Holding The Baby? was first 

shown at Centerprise Community Centre); creating agitprop work for working class 

audiences.  

 

The practice of the Hackney Flashers came at the end of the decade and can be seen 

as a culmination of development of those collectives that had preceded them. By the 

time that the Hackney Flashers produced Who’s Holding The Baby? in 1978, this 

socially engaged way of making art was a fully-fledged form of practice. Previous 

studies of artistic practice within 1970s Britain have instead been preoccupied with 

the impact of deindustrialisation and the foreshadowing of neoliberalism. This was a 

period of grassroots activity and community activism, and the timeliness of this thesis 

is demonstrated by the resurgence of interest in this practice.639 The practice addressed 

here represents a lost decade between the Sixties and the Eighties, one within which 

class barriers were broken down to provide authentic representation of working-class 

women and their work. The overshadowing of the collective practice within 1970s 

Britain is again addressed by Margaret Harrison; “and in that period, in the seventies, 

of course, nobody was making much money out of art, and the art galleries, the 

commercial galleries weren’t very prominent, especially in England, it was quite a 

small scene, and they really didn’t want to show us anyway. And the public art 

 
639 Noni Stacey, Photography of Protest and Community: The Radical Collectives of the 

1970s London (2020) 
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galleries became more and more dependent, I think, on the commercial scene”.640 Not 

only did Who’s Holding The Baby? represent a shift within this under researched 

period of socially engaged artistic practice, it also was representative of a shift within 

feminist theory of the decade, as studies of work broadened to include the unpaid 

labour of women performed in domestic tasks and childcare responsibilities; as 

explored within the artwork. The Hackney Flashers’ exploration of Hackney’s Market 

Nursery illuminates a hidden heritage of women’s self-organised childcare provision. 

They did so by creating an artwork that challenges the representations of motherhood 

in 1970s Britain by providing photographic evidence of this radical approach to 

childcare along with testimonies from those involved in its operation. This challenges 

the contemporary discourse surrounding motherhood portrayed a bleak situation for 

women, as addressed by Davis in Modern Motherhood.641 Instead, Who’s Holding The 

Baby? presents the hidden heritage of working-class women’s agency in approaching 

the shortcomings of state childcare provision.  

 

Who’s Holding The Baby? presented a pragmatic approach to tackling the social issues 

of 1970s Britain, responding to the urgency of childcare provision in the wake of 

public sector budget cuts. This was indicative of a transition from objectifying the 

hardship of working-class women, instead moving towards an expression of hope, 

with the showcasing of solutions to these issues, namely the investigation of Market 

Nursery.  

  

 
640 Harrison, interviewed by Stubbs  
641 Angela Davis, Modern Motherhood: Women and Family in England, 1945-2000, 

Manchester (2012), P208 
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Conclusion 

This thesis shifts the narrative of the historiography of 1970s Britain, focusing upon a 

hidden heritage of working-class women, and their experiences within a shifting 

landscape of work. This goes beyond the revision of 1970s British History, as 

advocated by Lawrence Black, and referred to within the introduction of this text.642 

The contribution of this thesis in not confined to the discipline of art history, instead 

it has advocated for artwork, traditionally the preserve of art historians, to be utilised 

by historians more broadly. This research contributes to the Cultural History of 1970s 

Britain, as it explores public arts funding from the GLAA, the Community Arts 

Movement and those projects that ran in parallel to this, and the flourishing use of co-

operative spaces.643 Another field that this research enriches is that of gender history. 

The exploration of the representation of working-class women by middle-class artists 

sits alongside considering the women’s movement beyond the confines of the 

WLM.644 This relationship between middle-class and working-class women is one of 

the ways in which this research contributes to the study of social history, as seen within 

case study material presented by the Hackney Flashers, documenting self-organized 

nursery provision. Similarly, the case study material collated by Harrison, Hunt and 

Kelly informs labour history. They provided record of the employment of both women 

and men in the factories of light industries, through statistics, daily schedules, recorded 

 
642 Black, ‘Review Essay: An Enlightening Decade?’ (2012), P174 
643 This builds upon recent publications from Alison Jeffers and Gerri Moriarty, Noni 

Stacey, and Rosa Schling. Jeffers & Moriarty eds., Culture, Democracy and the Right to 

Make Art (2017); Stacey, Photography of Protest and Community (2020); Schling, The Lime 

Green Mystery (2017) 
644 Building upon the work of contemporaries, particularly that of George Stevenson and 

Margaretta Jolly. Stevenson, The Women’s Liberation Movement and the Politics of Class in 

Britain (2018); Margaretta Jolly, Sisterhood and After: An Oral History of the UK Women's 

Liberation Movement, 1968-present Oxford (2019)  
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interviews, video, and photographs of the male and female employees of the South 

London Metal Box Co. factory. Other ways in which this research contributes to labour 

history is its investigation into the implementation of equality legislation. Similarly, 

the production of Nightcleaners provides record of those women involved in 

unionising and industrial action in 1970s Britain.645 The exploration of the legacy of 

these artworks has contributed to the study of public history and heritage. Analysis of 

how museums and galleries have presented these artworks in a way that relates to 

contemporary issues supports Kirk’s call for reinvigorating the field of labour history. 

Institutions have achieved this by affording contemporary relevance to the 

presentation of hidden heritages of working-class women.646  

 

The research presented here advances the field of Cultural History through its 

investigation of the relationship between feminist artists and the working-class women 

that they represented. It demonstrates the practice of feminist artists as sociological 

researchers, and in turn the relationship between the Women’s Liberation Movement 

and working-class women more broadly. It supports the research produced in recent 

years by George Stevenson and Jonathan Moss by charting how this relationship 

developed across the course of the decade. The socially engaged practice of these 

artists began with viewing working-class women as subjects investigated within 

sociological study through the production of Women and Work. The creation of 

Nightcleaners ran concurrently to this, and although positive relationships were forged 

between artists, activists and night cleaning women, the resulting work was one which 

 
645 Adding to the field that Sarah Boston and Tara Martin Lopez have expanded with their 

studies. Boston Women Workers and the Trade Unions; Martin Lopez, The Winter of 

Discontent (2014)    
646 Kirk, ‘Challenge, Crisis, and Renewal?’, Labour History Review 75:2 (2010) 
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did not fulfil the expectations of those working-class women that it documented the 

lives of. Instead, by the end of the decade Who’s Holding The Baby? reconsidered the 

purpose of artistic production, and rather than being displayed within the gallery space 

or presented to specialist audiences, the resulting work was shown within community 

venues, allowing for the agency of working-class women in tackling childcare issues 

to be seen by other working-class women rather than confined to conventional sites of 

display. Following on from this project, the Hackney Flashers disbanded, and this 

instead allowed for members of the collective to pursue practices that further 

advocated for the agency of working-class women by encouraging self-representation, 

in a opposite direction to how artists were representing working-class women at the 

start of the decade. Much like how Conrad Atkinson’s Strike had given Margaret 

Harrison the ‘permission’ to produce Women and Work, the Hackney Flashers were 

now giving working-class women the means of representing themselves. This charts 

the development of a definitive moment in not only art practice, but in the Cultural 

History of women and work throughout a turbulent decade.  

 

Alongside this analysis of the shifting relationship between feminist artists and 

working-class women, this research presents how working-class women interacted 

with the feminism of the WLM. Although there was a general tendency for working-

class women to approve the WLM, there was a distance between their interests. Far 

removed from the radical ideals of the movement, working-class women, particularly 

trade unionists, took a more pragmatic approach to gender equality, advocating the 

importance of a woman’s choice. This is best demonstrated within the transcripts of 

discussions between Marc Karlin and the working-class women night cleaners of the 

Night Cleaners’ Campaign. Here, these women dispute that the feminist ideal of 24-
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hour nurseries would be a solution to childcare issues, instead calling for a more 

practical approach, one where employers would take into consideration the intricacies 

of working motherhood. This supports Sutcliffe-Braithwaite and Tomlinson’s 

advocacy for the role that working-class women played in the construction of a 

vernacular discourse of gender equality throughout the second half of the twentieth 

century.647 

 

This hidden heritage of working-class women is revealed within the artworks utilised 

as case studies within this research. Chapter Two revealed how Harrison, Hunt and 

Kelly presented visual material that provided a historical record of working-class 

women employees of the South London factory of Metal Box Co., presenting an 

otherwise hidden heritage. This can be examined further in recent displays of, or 

relating to, the artwork at Tate Modern and SLG respectively. These displays 

encouraged audiences to interpret the artwork in a way that encouraged comparison to 

their own experiences, affording contemporary relevance to this historic material by 

asking audiences to consider and connect with the experiences of those working-class 

women represented within the artwork. The way in which Nightcleaners provides a 

hidden history of working-class women is that its production has allowed for the 

voices of working-class women of the Night Cleaners’ Campaign to be committed to 

historical record. Existing, and indeed recent, examinations of the work have 

continued to place this within the context of the practice of the Berwick Street Film 

Collective.648 By re-examining Nightcleaners within this thesis, its production is 

 
647 Florence Sutcliffe-Braithwaite & Natalie Thomlinson, ‘Vernacular Discourses Of Gender 

Equality In The Post-War British Working Class’, Past & Present, 254:1 (2022), P278 
648 “There is a need now for his [Marc Karlin’s] later films to be made widely available, in 

order to draw some lines out of the moment of Nightcleaners and ’36 to ’77 and connect 
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reframed to instead shift focus onto the experiences of working-class women, 

reinforcing their role within the women’s movement more broadly. This is even more 

significant when it is considered that May Hobbs, the leader of the campaign, 

neglected to go into detail about it within her own memoir, Born to Struggle.649 

Therefore, the hidden history of working-class women documented within the 

production of Nightcleaners allows for a significance to be awarded to the experiences 

of working-class women that they themselves did not acknowledge. Who’s Holding 

the Baby? represents the hidden heritage of those women who struggled with childcare 

whilst undertaking paid work. This challenged the misrepresentation of women within 

the tabloid press. Instead, this explored the self-organising of working-class women 

of the late 1970s, shifting the narrative away from working-class women exploited by 

capitalist or patriarchal structures, and instead towards “getting what we want through 

working together”.650 

 

Utilising artworks as historical documentation, this thesis provides the ‘concrete 

evidence’ that Veronica Beechey recognised as little referenced in studies of women’s 

employment in 1970s Britain.651 Furthermore, this thesis goes beyond this conception 

of work as paid labour, widening the focus to include working-class women’s 

experience of domestic labour and childcare within a decade of public spending cuts 

and privatisation. A parallel development of socially engaged art practice took place 

across the decade, within which artists acted as sociological researchers, presenting 

 
them to the present”.  Nicolas Helm-Grovas, ‘Cleaning Artifacts’, Radical Philosophy 207 

(2020), P125 
649 Hobbs, Born To Struggle (1973) 
650 The Hackney Flashers, Who’s Holding The Baby? 
651 Beechey, ‘Studies of Women’s Employment’ (1986), P131 
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their findings to gallery audiences. The artworks that they produced have been at the 

centre of this research. They represented the working lives of working-class women, 

the practice of the collectives that created them reflecting the concerns of 

contemporary gender politics. But by reading these works as historical tools, a more 

intersectional approach can be taken to understanding the experiences of working-

class women, most notably through consideration of the intersection of race. These 

artworks afford the cultural historian an opportunity to reveal and analyze a rich, yet 

hidden, heritage of women’s work in 1970s Britain. Despite the shortcomings of 

middle-class artists representing the lives of working-class women, their practice has 

documented their hidden heritage. The legacy of these artworks has allowed for this 

heritage to be accessed within gallery spaces, advancing the agenda of widening the 

understanding of labour history.  

 

Through its analysis of this hidden history of working-class women’s lives, this thesis 

goes beyond the conclusions of the existing literature to provide further evidence of a 

complex relationship between the largely middle-class WLM and working-class trade 

union women. This adds depth to the field whilst advocating for the use of art practice 

as historical documentation to encourage further application of this methodology, 

something which is urgent when considered from the perspective of what could be lost 

in the recent future, as this work has focused on artwork that has been acquired, 

digitized, saved. Yet, there is much socially engaged practice that is yet to be viewed 

through this lens, and to do so has the potential to reveal further hidden heritages that 

are underrepresented within the field of Cultural History.  
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Furthermore, this research builds upon scholarship of the WLM’s relationship with 

working-class women. The collective practice of artists and activists alike 

demonstrated the significance of collective practice within labour history, the history 

of feminist activism, and the history of collective art practice. The issues arising from 

the role of artists as researchers examining the lives of working-class women can be 

seen to reflect those of the British WLM of the 1970s more broadly, in that those who 

were producing this research did so from a position of privilege.  

 

The parameters of the practice explored within this thesis do not stretch beyond 1978. 

By this time a socially engaged way of making art was a fully-fledged form of practice. 

This was a period of grassroots activity and community activism, and the timeliness 

of this thesis is demonstrated by the resurgence of interest in this practice.652 

Addressed here, this represents a lost decade between the Sixties and the Eighties, one 

within which class barriers were broken down to provide authentic representation of 

working-class women.  

 

  

 
652 Stacey, Photography of Protest and Community (2020) 
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1. Artists Union National Membership Campaign. 
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2. Artists Union Women’s Workshop, March 19th, 1973.    
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3. Kay Hunt, Mary Kelly, Margaret Harrison, Women & Work: A Document on 

the Division of Labour in Industry, exhibition catalogue, South London Art 

Gallery (1975). 
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4. Newsletter of the Greater London Arts Association, May 1975. 
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5. Newsletter of the Greater London Arts Association, January 1975. 
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6. ‘Women & Work’, Spare Rib, October 1975. 
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7. Photograph of Women & Work: A Document on the Division of Labour in 

Industry installed at South London Art Gallery, 1975. 
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8. Stills from Women & Work: A Document on the Division of Labour in Industry 
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9. Photograph of Women & Work: A Document on the Division of Labour in 

Industry installed at Tate Modern, 2017.   
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10. Stills from Nightcleaners (1975).  



   
 

 

 

279 

 

  



   
 

 

 

280 

 

  



   
 

 

 

281 

 

  



   
 

 

 

282 

 

  



   
 

 

 

283 

 

  



   
 

 

 

284 

11. The Night Cleaners: An Assessment of the Campaign’, Red Rag no. 6  
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287 
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15. The Cleaner’s Voice, c. Summer 1972 
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16. ‘Lonely, Underpaid Women who Clean the Skyscrapers’, The Observer, 

Sunday 29th November 1970 

 

  



   
 

 

 

291 

17. Twenty-three panel version of Who’s Holding The Baby? on display at Museo 

Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía.  
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18. Market Nursery, Hackney  
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19. For many there’s no choice Some can’t cope with the isolation  
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