'It has to be a miner's wife!'  Representing women in mining activism
Jean Spence and Carol Stephenson
 'One of us'
'The Vane Tempest Women's Vigil began on a cold January morning in 1993. It was one of seven women's pit camps established outside threatened collieries in response to the announcement in October 1992 that 31 out of 50 remaining deep mine pits were earmarked for closure, with the projected loss of 31,000 jobs.  
I joined the women gathering outside the pit that morning determined that however much the odds were against us, we should campaign to stop this closure programme. I did worry that we might be fighting a losing battle, but whatever the odds, the point was to fight it. In the wake of the viciousness and injustices served upon miners, their families, and supporters during and after the 1984-1985 strike, I wanted to show that 'my people' would not be cowed and that we still had the will to struggle for what we believed to be right.  By 'my people' I meant mining people, and anyone else whose politics were sympathetic to the miners' cause.   

Women joined the vigil from a variety of backgrounds. They included mining family members, students, professional and creative workers, Labour Party activists, unaligned socialists and feminists. Some had been directly involved in the strike. Others hadn't. I was able to participate because study leave from my job as a community and youth work lecturer meant my time was my own to organise. I came from a mining family but my father had died in 1980. I had supported the 1984-85 strike but had not been centrally involved. I was not a miner's wife.  Taking part in the Vigil was an expression of my own life experiences and identity, but also, inseparable from that, I was there because I understood  the attack on mining jobs to be symptomatic of a broader attack on working class employment and organisation that had implications well beyond mining. 

On the first morning of the Vigil there were a large number of journalists present. I was completely taken aback when one reporter approached me to ask if she and her colleagues could visit my home the next day to film me getting up, getting my children ready for school and seeing my husband off to work.  I was, and continue to be perplexed by the range of assumptions contained in this request. 

Later one of the women, married to an NUM leader, proclaimed that we had 'no connection with Greenham Common', declaring that we should emphasise that when speaking to the press. Given the positive links made between women strike activists and the Greenham women's peace camp, and that Greenham had provided the model for the pit camps, this seemed odd. I explained it to myself as a defensive response to the antagonism of the press to the Greenham action and to all things 'feminist'1. Still I was uncomfortable with the denial. 

A number of us involved in the Vane Tempest Vigil were self-proclaimed socialist feminists.  I had always thought of myself as a socialist, but encountering feminism had enabled me to make a visceral connection between my personal experiences as a miner's daughter and socialist politics. It was feminism that gave me the confidence to participate in the vigil. Moreover, it was because I had struggled against the gender expectations associated with being a miner's daughter that I was now in a position to participate. Yet that feminism was now put to one side in favour of my identity as a miner's daughter. My credibility rested on my mining credentials rather than my political understanding. My 'belonging' was affirmed by one woman telling me 'you are one of us, you are!'. I was happy to belong, but again, perplexed by the exclusion of other relevant aspects of my being. 

Since 1993, I have continued to reflect upon the significance of privileging my mining identity during the vigil.2 This has extended into work with Carol Stephenson, and together we have used  our female working class life experiences to analyse the impact of gender in mining life and politics.3 In what follows, we use my experience of the Vane Tempest Vigil as a starting point for understanding the relevance of female mining identities to the strike and the vigil'.  

 Jean Spence January 2019

Introduction
The question of identity permeates interest in women's activism within mining politics. It is implicit in requests from researchers and students to interview ‘miner’s wives' who were involved in the strike. It is foregrounded in commemorative events and articles that seek to honour women activists. It is central to characterisation in cultural productions representing the history of mining life and politics. Having been a miner, a miner's wife, a member of a miner's family, or at a stretch, a member of a mining community, carries its own authority. Insofar as the narratives offered by individuals who can claim a mining identity are taken as authentic, they are regarded as self-explanatory and generally 'true'. Three instances from our encounters in recent years illustrate this: an academic speaker at a Working Class Studies conference offered the information that she was a miner's daughter to add weight to her analysis; a PhD student prioritised contact with miners' wives to access understanding of the Orgreave Truth and Justice campaign; a writer at a symposium presented the intergenerational stories of one female strike activist as representative of the history of all women in mining life.   

Activist miners' wives have come to be seen as symbolic of the potential of all female working class struggle to create a better world. The ideal of the 'miner's wife' contains within it qualities such as loyalty, endurance, forbearance, selflessness. The activist wife is additionally brave and strong. Her commitment to justice and collective well-being exemplify the values of working class organisation, socialism and trade unionism. Yet the narrative piquancy of these imputed virtues rests upon the historically unequal sexual division of labour in mining life in which the partnership between men and women was ultimately framed by male power. The designation 'miner's wife' contains implicit gendered constraints.  In the miners' strike, these constraints were challenged by the realities of female activism that included typically 'feminist' strategies of independent organisation, decision-making, and action. The process of collective female activism involved conversation and consciousness raising. However, to have acknowledged the feminist implications of this process would have disrupted the terms in which women could support the miners.  In a predominantly male strike struggling for male jobs, led by the overwhelmingly male NUM, it was incumbent upon the women to manage gaps between expectation and reality in ways that did not challenge the masculine power of mining. Foregrounding the leadership of 'miners' wives' and a particular trajectory of activism in representing the women's struggle was a useful mechanism for achieving this. 4
The strike
The story of female involvement in the 1984-85 strike is well rehearsed. Briefly, large numbers of women from mining families, many of whom had not previously been politically active, came out in support of the strike. They used their traditional domestic skills to feed striking miners and their families, but eventually transcended the limits of domesticity by becoming involved in all areas of the struggle. The strike was a defining moment for them, precipitating a new way of being in the world.  After a gruelling year ending in a return to work with no gains, it was the strength, determination and continuing activism of the women in political and community arenas that offered a message of hope for the future. Understandably, it is the stories of the women who best fit this narrative that have come to the fore in the years since the strike. Such women are persistently revisited by the press, by researchers and by creative producers interested in recalling the strike.5 

Yet that is the story of only one group of women. Women strike activists came from different backgrounds, and with different skills and interests.  Some miners' wives were there because their husbands were in union leadership roles. Some already had a background of political and community activism. Others went back to traditional roles after the strike. Women who had no immediate connections with mining became involved because of their political affiliations or because they recognised the miners' struggle as representative of their own sectional concerns.  Accounts of a range of women activists appear in a number of publications in the wake of the strike.6 There are of course, stories unheard. The strike legacy includes despair as well as hope, shame as well as heroism, individualism, cynicism and self-delusion as well as collectivism and political engagement and a fight for justice. The experiences of women in mining families who endured the strike without becoming actively involved largely remain in the private sphere.  There is a silence from those wives who supported their husbands in strike breaking. Even some published accounts slip from view as audiences make moral or political decisions regarding which stories they seek, choose to hear, or authenticate.   

Whatever the complexities, it was women from mining families who, organising themselves as women, initially to meet the need for food, care, and mutual support in the conditions of the strike, precipitated the wider women's strike movement. They were the women personally  experiencing the hardship, the injustices of the benefits system, the victimisation and criminalisation perpetrated by massed ranks of police marching into their localities, and the lies being perpetrated by the media.7 It is not surprising that these women were called upon to 'bear witness'. The authenticity of their experiences as mining women was integral to the truth of their accounts. Helpfully, in a febrile anti-socialist climate, as miner's wives they were assumed to have no ideological axe to grind. Their personal experiences could not be easily dismissed or vilified. Even antagonists might see them as ‘innocent’ victims, acting, as women should, in defence of their husbands, their families and neighbourhoods. As such, conforming to expectations about what it meant to be a miner's wife had a public relations value.8
To positively promote the miners' cause, members of the women's support groups needed to be seen to be 'ordinary, respectable women'. They had well founded concerns that the media would pick up on any opportunity to bring them into disrepute and they worried that outsiders, such as middle class feminists or members of political fringe groups, would infiltrate the women's groups to pursue their own (diversionary) agendas, as indeed some tried to, or that middle class do- gooders would take over. So, for example, only women who were related to miners could claim membership of the Eppleton Miners' Wives Support Group.9 Meanwhile, in North Staffordshire, a 'political decision' was made to name the support group a 'Miners' Wives Action Group even though not all of those involved could claim that identity.10 Nationally, Women Against Pit Closures   decreed that the organisation should comprise 75% miners' families: the remainder to be invited outsiders recognised as having offered special support.  Maintaining the leadership of women from mining families was a means whereby their voices could remain at the centre. It thus facilitated the development of their skills, helped them gain confidence and crucially, sustained the partnership with miners and their union.  

Clearly there were practical and justifiable reasons for privileging mining identities during the strike. Miners' wives became the cause célèbre of the movement because of the pivotal position that they inhabited in reality and because of the ideal image of the working class wife that they represented. However, not all the consequences were positive. 

Firstly, it is conceivable that in some mining districts, there were sympathetic women who were discouraged from helping. Unless they could find an alternative mechanism through which they could organise – such as a union or sympathetic Labour Party branch, not being able to claim a mining identity was a disincentive. Nevertheless, as the strike progressed, increasing numbers of different women did become involved – sometimes through their professional roles, e.g. as welfare rights' or community workers. These women made a significant and well-acknowledged contribution.11   Yet with the passage of time, they have been increasingly marginalised by commentators obsessed with miners' wives, and are gradually being 'hidden from history'.12 

Secondly, female employees of the NCB, themselves on strike as trade unionists, were caught between the male dominated NUM and the Women's Support Groups. On the margins of both, their interests were underplayed and many seem to have returned to work before the strike ended.13 Conversely, many of the women involved in support groups as wives were already committed trade unionists.14 That this aspect of their identity was consistently underplayed did nothing to encourage female trade unionism at a time when all unions, especially in the powerful, male dominated industrial sector, were under attack and when the feminisation of the workforce that was already underway, was largely non-unionised. Relating to this, the emergent political consciousness amongst women who were miners' wives or relations offered an opportunity for the politicisation of the neighbourhood and community sphere, suggesting opportunities for the development of community and trade union links that were blocked by the imaginary of the male worker and his dependent wife.  

Thirdly, the provision of food by mining women reasserted a tradition of female domesticity that no longer mapped directly onto the realities of mining families in 1980s Britain. Even if the feeding of strikers and their families was the priority of the women, doing so involved more than cooking. At minimum, organisational and fund raising skills were necessary to success. The communal kitchens themselves acted as a hub of organisation and information exchange between all who used them creating an intense political learning environment that encouraged some women to join the picket lines and to broaden their strike strategies.   The constraints of traditional expectations associated with being a miner's wife were bound to be broken in such conditions. Political innocence, even if it had been present at the start would be dispelled in the course of the strike. Yet stereotypes lingered, as the following poem, 'The Pat on the Head' implies: 

Here she is, come and see her

The pet miner’s wife, she’s over there. 

No, not her, the one in red, 

The one that looks underfed. 

It’s amazing, isn’t it, 

The way, she’s so articulate? 

She really knows what she’s about.

It’s not just grunt, scream and shout. 

I’ve heard she can do joined up writing,

Don’t you think that’s exciting?

Do you think she can read as well?

Ooh I don’t know, you never can tell. 

Well, it’s been an eye opener coming here tonight, 

You know, this miner’s wife is quite bright. 

I didn’t pat her on the head, 

She patted me on mine instead.

(Written for Liz Hollis).15
The ideal of the miners' wife forced women activists who were wives into a position where it was necessary either to 'perform' to the expected role, in order to gain sympathy and support, or to risk losing that support by challenging preconceived ideas.  Meanwhile, those who were not miners' wives needed to 'prove' themselves. The issue of identity, cohering around relationship with a miner, pervaded the discourse of female strike activism to the extent that all women were forced to manage the presentation of their activism through this filter.  The process was to continue beyond the strike and to impact on the women's vigils of 1993.

The Vane Tempest Vigil
In the seven years between the end of the strike and the pit closure announcement, 125 pits were closed and 120,000 mining jobs lost.16 The fears that had precipitated the strike had been more than realised. Conditions for all working people had deteriorated.  In some areas, unemployment was endemic as de-industrialisation destroyed traditional working class jobs. Enterprising individualism was the order the day.  Anti-union legislation was shackling workers and a relentless assault on the welfare state was adding to the impoverishment of swathes of working class families.17
Vane Tempest, now threatened with closure, was the last of Seaham's three pits. Like other localities founded on coal mining, the town was struggling to reinvent itself. Expanding numbers of care homes employing low paid, female labour could hardly compensate for the decline in mining. The desire to fight the pit closure programme was strong but compromised by 'realistic' assessments of what was possible: for many miners and their families, the chance to take enhanced redundancy to facilitate the pit closure programme was a temptation that they could not ignore. 
The organisation of a women's camp outside Vane Tempest, was a last ditch effort to save the pit, but it also had symbolic value. The  hope that the government's decision might be reversed was accompanied by a determination to resist, and to be seen to resist, to be defying the defeat of the strike. Inevitably echoes and memories of the strike pervaded both the actions of those protesting and the responses of the public. Across the UK there was an outpouring of public sympathy, including unambiguous support from the Labour Party leadership and fellow trade unionists, such as had never been the case during the strike.18 The sympathy was encouraging but with hindsight it might be perceived as an indulgent and  sentimental response to the death throes of a once mighty industry. Sentimentalism fed stereotypes, including those concerning the nature of work in the pit, the idea of 'mining community', and of 'miners' wives' that had never been significantly challenged in the strike.   
There was both continuity and discontinuity between female strike activism and the women's vigils. The vigils operated under the auspices of Women Against Pit Closures,  and the experiences and example of the women of the strike was ever-present. The women did not need to justify their presence and from the outset it was assumed that they were capable and would work together constructively for the common cause of saving jobs in mining. It was assumed that the NUM and its decisions would be respected. In their turn, the women's efforts were acknowledged by miners and their families, and local people associated with mining both visited the caravan at Vane Tempest and participated in events that the vigil women organised. 
However, the vigil was not the strike. Nobody was hungry. There were no pickets. The police were 'hands off'. The positive reasons for maintaining the centrality of mining identity in the campaign were absent. Only two Vane Tempest miners' wives were involved. Yet the idea of the miner's wife persisted in external assumptions that the majority of the women involved in the vigil were 'supporting their husbands'. On the contrary, most of the women took part either because they had connections with the local NUM leadership and the Labour Party, and/or because of their political understanding of the implications of the closure programme. Yet the miners' wife trope was never resisted. This put a particular burden upon those who could claim such an identity – they were consistently projected into the limelight in order to promote the authenticity of the campaign. Meanwhile, other voices were subdued. One of the miner's wives involved, who also held a responsible management position in the NHS, summed up the pressure to perform in her poem 'We need a Speaker':


There are seven little words


That filled me with dread


And almost every time we met


I heard them said


I understand the reasons


And had to agree


As a group it did give us


More credibility.


Nevertheless those words


I'll remember for all my life


Yes, you've guessed


'We need a speaker: 


IT HAS TO BE A MINER’S WIFE!' 19
Thus the motivation for female participation in the vigil was consistently represented as personal.  It was the personal experience and understanding of the women involved that was sought and offered. This might have facilitated a positive connection with the feminist idea that the personal is political, but because it was filtered through the lens of female mining identity, it actually reaffirmed unequal gender relationships. In the process of personalisation, political understanding was de-centred.  Local representatives of the NUM never sought the opinions of the Vane Tempest women formally or informally, about the direction of the campaign against pit closures.  At the end of the campaign, after Vane Tempest closed and the caravan was towed to Durham for the Miners' Gala, the women were invited onto the speakers' platform to sing, but not to speak. The honour was refused on the grounds that the women's role was not that of entertainers.  

The reiteration of the trope of the miner's wife,  seriously underplayed the extent of women's capacity for independent thought and action outside mining identity.  It subdued the coherent socialist and feminist views of the majority of the women involved in the vigil and thus blocked opportunities to promote a wider vision of socialism and trade unionism relevant to changing conditions. By obstructing feminist influence, it ignored the political potential of organising in civil society around issues that were not immediately work-related but which had implications for trade unionism.  The denial of feminism in the Vigil locked the miners' campaign against pit closures into a conservative view of struggle, located in historic models that obstructed the possibility of working towards different futures beyond the demise of mining.  

The slogan adopted by the women in Seaham: 'Jobs, community and environment' encompassed complex ideas about the interrelationship between the three elements but not in romantic or idealist terms. Rather, the women were seeking a comprehensive approach to policy making around mining with wider implications for the future.  All that was a fundamental challenge to the ways in which neo-liberal policy making was proceeding, but it was also a fundamental challenge to assumptions ingrained within the masculine labour and trade union movements which betrayed an inability to move beyond received wisdom about the nature of work, social and family organisation and political strategy. 

 Conclusion
Following the complete closure of deep coal mining in the UK, sentimentalism has, if anything, become more pervasive. It is ingrained in public art, in museums and in the continuous call for  'authentic' mining voices, especially those involved in the strike, to tell their stories. In this process, the radical politics of the strike, and the subsequent campaign against pit closures are becoming atrophied, their implications for present thinking and radical alternatives neutralised. The organisation of working class women in the strike and the political commitment represented in the vigils held glimpses of new ways of organising around class issues – making links across sectional interests, between unions and communities, between formal and informal decision making processes and including men and women as partners in the process. However, the dependence upon authentic identities as exemplified by the trope of the 'miner's wife' deflected attention from the radical potential inherent in the women's activism. The ideals that persist in the notion of the 'miner's wife' must be acknowledged as ultimately politically conservative.  Reifying mining identities dissipated female energy and insight and undermined female organisation, leaving only individuals, and small groups of women, operating in their own spheres of influence to carry forward gains they made in the strike.    
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