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1
Introduction

On 22 days during 2010 and 2011 Heathrow Airport presented an unusual 
sight – row upon row of stationary aircraft with their union jack emblazoned 
tail-fins standing to attention. British Airways’ Terminal 5 (T5), normally 
a busy hub of arriving and departing passenger planes, was at a standstill, 
the most obvious manifestation of acrimonious conflict between British 
Airways (BA) and its cabin crew, who were members of the British Airlines 
Stewards and Stewardesses Association (BASSA), part of Unite the Union. 
Stasis at T5 contrasted sharply with the buzz of activity only a short 
distance away at Bedfont Football Club, close to Heathrow’s perimeter and 
BASSA’s operational headquarters on strike days. Here striking cabin crew, 
their families and their supporters gathered together in mass rallies which 
resembled carnivals of protest against the draconian actions of British 
Airways and its Chief Executive Officer (CEO), Willie Walsh. These strike 
days were the most dramatic events in a protracted dispute that pitched the 
cabin crew against one of Britain’s most powerful flagship companies in one 
of the most bitter industrial relations conflicts of recent decades. 

The bald statistics are that the dispute involved 22 strike days and cost 
BA an estimated £150 million in lost revenue.1 The issues of contesta-
tion were hugely important, essentially the imposition of major changes 
to cabin crew’s working conditions which threatened the effectiveness, 
if not the existence, of BASSA. Indeed, the BA–BASSA dispute and the 
strikes that were so crucial an element of BASSA’s action raised much 
broader issues regarding the continued relevance of strike action in con-
temporary employment relations and the conditions under which groups 
of workers not noted for their militancy engaged in sustained collective 
action in defence of their conditions. The dispute also focuses attention on 
the effectiveness of union strategy and tactics in a neo-liberal era in which 
workers face belligerent employers and how, through both traditional and 
innovative methods, they are able to develop their own power resources to 
counter those of the employers. 

More than anything this book tells the story of the dispute from the per-
spective of and in the words of the cabin crew participants. Indeed, the 
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principal aim that motivated the authors was to write a book for BASSA 
members, activists and representatives which would provide a meaningful 
account of events and their involvement in them. From the authors’ initial 
interactions with cabin crew it was clear that for very many cabin crew, the 
dispute was a momentous episode and significant event in their lives. While 
composing a narrative composed of many voices that would be read and 
welcomed by the participants, the objective, as explained more fully below, 
was also to deliver an account and analysis that would appeal to a number 
of audiences simultaneously. One such purpose was to make a contribution 
to the academic literature on industrial conflict and strikes.

Strikes in the industrial relations literature

There is not the space here for a critical discussion of the extensive literature 
on strikes. Readers may wish to consult work by Eldridge, Hyman, Shorter 
and Tilly, Batstone et al., Franzosi and Kelly.2 Godard3 has provided a 
reflection on the work of Richard Hyman, who has been hugely influential 
in developing understanding of strikes. For those interested in an overview 
of the subject excellent chapters can be found in the texts of Williams and 
of Blyton and Turnbull.4 

The overall conclusion from this literature is that strikes are multi-causal 
social phenomena that are not reducible to a single factor, even though 
the UK government uses single-principle categories in its recording and 
measurement of working days lost through strikes.5 The most commonly 
reported single cause of strikes is pay, yet the issue of pay is often bound 
up with other conflictual issues integral to the employment relation-
ship, so that union pay claims may be related to the effects of managerial 
restructuring, to increases in work effort or to changing shift patterns. In 
the wider literature the distinction is often drawn between the proximate 
and underlying causes of strikes, a complex interaction to which a single 
attributed cause cannot do justice. Without pre-empting a full analysis of 
the roots, sources and immediate triggers of BASSA’s action, underlying 
causes may be identified in the changing political economy of civil aviation, 
industry-wide deregulation and liberalisation, intensified market compe-
tition driving industry-wide cost (particularly labour cost) reduction and 
the concomitant compulsion to restructure operations and to dilute ‘legacy’ 
terms and conditions. If these might be seen as macro-level factors, then 
operating at another level might be firm level factors, in this case British 
Airways’ market and product strategies and its conflictual tradition of 
industrial relations and people management, which must be considered 
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alongside numerable factors relating to union capacity, organisation, 
leadership, resources, orientation and preparedness to act. Then, the 
proximate or trigger causes intercede, in this case British Airways’ determi-
nation to impose thoroughgoing change to employment contracts, working 
conditions, collective bargaining and union influence. The multi-causal 
and multi-layered nature of the BASSA strike is explored in Chapter 2 and 
described by cabin crew participants in the following chapters. 

In the field of industrial relations it is widely acknowledged that there 
are three frameworks. The first of these, the unitarist framework, sees 
strikes as the result of poor communication or the actions of agitators or 
troublemakers and, as such, can be easily dismissed as lacking explanatory 
purchase. If the second, the pluralist framework, emphasises the institu-
tions and processes of collective bargaining and recognises conflict as 
legitimate, it is the Marxist framework that provides the most convincing 
general theory of strikes. Rooted in the theory that society is divided into 
antagonistic classes (and thus employment relationships), it provides the 
most effective analytical framework. Such a verdict is true not just in the 
narrow sense of explaining why collective bargaining might break down, 
but also in the broader sense of understanding that the basis of action is 
the outcome of the existence of distinct worker interests and the impulse to 
organise collectively. 

Two important themes from the literature help locate the BA–BASSA. 
First, there has been universal acknowledgement that there is a relation-
ship (often highly complex) between the incidence of strikes and broader 
economic conditions.6 When unemployment is low, workers tend to be more 
confident and more likely to pursue their demands through striking but, 
equally, in these circumstances employers may be more likely to concede 
to union demands in order to avert strike disruption.7 Conversely, when 
unemployment is high, workers may be less confident but, with employers’ 
commitment to cost-cutting, workers may have more reason to believe 
they have no choice but to withdraw their labour. While macro-economic 
conditions exercise a general influence on strike activity, it is important to 
acknowledge the possibility of variation, for at the level of sector, company 
or even plant or region, broadly similar economic conditions may lead 
to differential outcomes. The BA–BASSA strike took place in the wake 
of financial crisis and during economic recession, but in a period of high 
employment and against a general backdrop of depressed strike activity. 

The second theme is the attempt to identify strike-prone industries and 
to explain the reasons for this pattern of behaviour. Kerr and Siegel8 argued 
that groups of workers, including miners, dockers, sailors and loggers, 
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who formed powerful localised and/or occupational communities that 
were strongly unionised, were most strike-prone. This theory that workers 
at society’s margins were most likely to strike was potently challenged by 
Shorter and Tilly.9 They argued that the most strike-prone were to be found 
in the big urban centres with all their occupational diversity, rather than 
in isolated communities. Acknowledging this debate, how might the BA–
BASSA strike be regarded? There is a sense in which the term community 
is meaningful, for British Airways’ crew certainly defined themselves as 
a community in occupational, social and solidaristic terms (see Chapters 
4–6). This powerful notion of community was the wellspring of collectiv-
ism which underpinned the strike and which BASSA was able to tap into.10 
For cabin crew, as for other groups of workers, the construction and lived 
experiences of community were crucial for mobilisation and sustaining 
collective action.

The strike process

Lyddon has observed that attempts to analyse the strike process are relatively 
uncommon.11 A classic study by Hiller12 does provide a valuable account 
of a ‘processual model of strikes’13 and is based on the collection of data 
over an extended time frame. Hiller identified several separate processes 
of a strike; organisation, mobilisation, maintaining group morale, con-
trolling strike-breakers, neutralising employers’ manoeuvres, shaping 
public opinion and demobilisation.14 The book’s introduction suggested 
that strikes consist of ‘a cycle of typical events which take place in a more 
or less regular and predictable way’,15 observations that must be qualified by 
the fact that these identifiable processes do not necessarily occur in fixed 
order and might overlap. For example, the historical shift from continuous 
to non-consecutive episodes of strike activity (one day or two day strikes) 
in recent UK industrial relations, in part due to legal constraint, challenges 
this notion of a regular order to the strike process. 

So, notwithstanding similarities in the processes and common charac-
teristics, no two strikes are identical. Gouldner, in his seminal study of a 
‘wildcat strike’ (a strike not called or sanctioned by a union leadership), 
made a universally valid point: ‘A “strike” is a social phenomenon of 
enormous complexity which, in its totality, is never susceptible to complete 
description, let alone complete explanation.’16 An important element in this 
complexity is what Eldridge17 described as ‘vocabularies of motive’, the ways 
that workers and their union frame and rationalise their actions.18 Chapters 
3–6 of the present volume are peppered with these ‘vocabularies of motive’, 
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particularly the crew’s conviction that their actions were justified because 
British Airways had transgressed what was morally right as much as the 
fact that company’s actions posed a very material threat to their conditions. 

It is remarkable that few studies of strike action have placed at their 
centre the dynamics of strikes and the meanings of action as expressed 
by those workers directly involved in them.19 Exceptions include Kars’s 
account of a 4-month strike by women workers for union recognition at 
a mill in Saylor, near Chicago.20 He revealed how participants were trans-
formed by the experience, a major theme of this book (Chapter 6). A real 
strength of Kars’s work lies in the systematic interviews conducted in the 
strike’s aftermath with the union leadership and with samples of rank-and-
file participants and ‘fence-sitters’, although those with non-strikers had to 
be abandoned because of heightened emotions. Consequently, the narrative 
contains extensive quotes on organising tactics, on songs, on workers’ still 
fresh recollections of the picket lines, their experiences and broader views. 
A significant general conclusion, of salience to the BA–BASSA dispute, was 
that ‘conflict establishes the identity of groups within a social system by 
strengthening group consciousness’.21 

A study of the seven-week unofficial strike by 8,500 glassworkers at 
Pilkingtons in St Helens (Lancashire) in 197022 was (and remains) hugely 
significant since as the authors, Lane and Roberts, observe until their book 
‘nobody [had] ever attempted a full-scale study of a strike in the UK’.23 Key 
to understanding the strike’s dynamics was workers’ disillusionment with 
the General and Municipal Workers Union which prompted them to set up 
a rank-and-file strike committee. This development contrasts, of course, 
with the BA–BASSA case which was an official dispute that saw, despite 
tensions at the outcome (Chapter 6), strong bonds of unity between BASSA 
leaders and members. Nevertheless, Lane and Roberts emphasise certain 
outstanding and common features of strikes that do have relevance to the 
BA–BASSA dispute. Strikes are ‘an emotional explosion of discontent’, 
inflamed by the accumulation of grievances. Further, their occurrence 
reflects the efficiency (or otherwise) of the machinery for the settlement 
of grievances and they tend to happen when a group of workers hold a 
strategic position in a system of production and are willing to exploit it, an 
observation consistent with the distinction between structural and associ-
ational power.24

The structural dimension derives from ‘the location of workers within 
the economic system’, which includes the strategic importance of groups of 
workers to their respective businesses. In this respect, the ‘product’ of civil 
aviation is highly perishable and, if flights are cancelled, airlines cannot 
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easily recover lost traffic in the short term, and strike disruption may 
cause damage to the brand and even threaten permanent loss of custom. 
To realise the potential of ‘structural power’ requires ‘associational power’, 
the effectiveness of collective bargaining and the willingness and ability to 
exercise that power. This was the challenge confronting BASSA in 2009. 

Yet perhaps the greatest strength of Lane and Roberts’s work lies in 
the importance placed on testing the theories of strikes within the ‘strike 
situation itself ’, so that ‘it is only against evidence collected about the views 
and attitudes of people whilst they are actually participating in strikes that 
theories purporting to explain the incidence of strikes can be properly 
verified’.25 Previous studies, they argued, tended to overlook the fact that a 
strike is a power struggle which affects both the course of the strike itself 
and the aftermath, and is also a reflection of the state of industrial relations 
preceding the dispute. All strikes represent a crisis in the established system 
of authority and discovering exactly what happens during them is central to 
understanding their significance. 

In stressing a strike’s uniqueness (‘no two of them occur in exactly the 
same circumstances’26), Lane and Roberts distinguish between an official 
strike (organised and sanctioned by a union) and an unofficial strike 
(neither organised nor sanctioned). Their explanation of an official strike 
as ‘strategically planned with defences well-dug and deployed in advance 
… akin to a military operation’27 is apposite. The war metaphor describes 
British Airways senior management’s meticulous marshalling of internal 
and external resources but, given the asymmetrical (unequal) power 
relations between company and union, Lane and Roberts might overstate 
the equivalence of resources available to workers and unions. However, in 
regarding worker participants as the key data source, Lane and Roberts’s 
work further resounds with the BA–BASSA study.28

Worker testimony showed that ‘participants’ aims and attitudes [did] not 
remain static’,29 changing over the course of the lengthy action, reflecting 
the dynamic nature of the strike phenomenon – characteristics evident in 
the dispute (see Chapter 6). Attitudes to work and authority were trans-
formed, not least because the withdrawal of labour necessarily means, even 
temporarily, the suspension of managerial command.30 Nevertheless, many 
Pilkingtons strikers rejected the idea that they were acting in a political 
manner, a position generally shared by cabin crew, although a minority did 
see, or came to, see the dispute in explicitly political terms. At Pilkingtons, 
as with the cabin crew, the strike was for many a transformative experience 
in which workers discovered capacities they did not know they possessed. 
Finally, ‘a feeling of elation, a feeling of liberation’ reported by a Pilkingtons 
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striker31 was also expressed by BASSA members, notably at the mass rallies 
and picket lines (see Chapter 5). 

Lane and Roberts, finally, amplify Kars’s insistence on explaining the 
complex meanings of a strike through using non-complicated language:

This book has been written by professional social scientists but not just 
for other social scientists: we have tried … to write in such a way that it 
can be read by anyone who is interested in strikes in general and this one 
in particular. On the other hand, we naturally hope that our colleagues 
will not find it too ‘slight’.32

This clear formulation, emphasising nuanced explanation of the compli-
cated and multi-layered phenomenon of a strike, but in accessible language, 
has informed this account of the BA–BASSA dispute. 

Many themes from Lane and Roberts recur in Fantasia’s classic study of 
strike action and are centred on his concept of ‘cultures of solidarity’.33 The 
book articulated ‘the lived experience of workers’ in three strikes in the 
United States (and one in Italy), the first a wildcat in a unionised steel mill, 
the second a fight by workers for unionisation at a small hospital and the 
third at a grain processing plant. Rare insight into the processes of mobili-
sation, organisation and especially the ‘vocabularies of motive’ are delivered 
in the first case by the author’s participant account and in the remaining 
cases by extensive retrospective interviews. The principal conclusion, 
similar to that of Lane and Roberts, and anticipating the cabin crew study 
(see Chapter 6), is that workers’ consciousness is not unchanging and a 
fixed body of ideas, but changes in the course of struggle based on their 
lived experiences, political influences and varied cultural expressions.

Woolfson and Foster provided an inside view of the 103-day worker 
occupation against the closure of the Caterpillar plant in Uddingston 
near Glasgow that began in January 1987.34 Based on a ‘fly-on-the-wall’ 
approach, the authors were permitted access to meetings of the joint 
occupation committee and taped proceedings and debates. The narrative 
is laced with worker quotes and chunks of dialogue from meetings. The 
concluding chapter focuses on the lessons of the occupation, locating the 
Caterpillar action in the context of working-class movement and traditions 
in the west of Scotland, drawing comparisons with the Upper Clyde 
Shipbuilders occupation of 1971, itself the subject of a study by the same 
authors.35 The quotes in the Caterpillar book are more objective political 
commentary, in contrast to this BA–BASSA study, in which the participants 
provide lengthier, more subjective and experiential testimony. 
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Lang and Dodkins’s account of industrial action and the sacking of 
5,500 workers by News International in 1986 focused on 600 workers, half 
of whom were women.36 The authors, themselves participants, recorded 
interviews with SOGAT (Society of Graphical and Allied Trades) members 
a year after the dispute. The testimony overall tends to be more reflective 
than Woolfson and Foster’s, and the final chapter is concerned with personal 
consequences of the strike, including financial hardship and the strains on 
relationships. In these respects, their book bears certain similarities to ours. 

An important recent book by Anitha and Pearson titled Striking 
Women gives voices to those involved in two key events in the history of 
UK industrial relations that were led by South Asian women: the 1976–8 
Grunwick strike and the 2005 Gate Gourmet dispute.37 The latter is partic-
ularly pertinent to this book, since (as our Chapter 2 explains) the women 
prepared in-flight meal trays at Heathrow for the airline catering company 
bought from British Airways as part of its outsourcing operation. Gate 
Gourmet is then part of the backdrop to the BA–BASSA dispute. Striking 
Women uses interviews with women participating in Grunwick and Gate 
Gourmet and challenges to some extent the trade union narrative of fortieth 
anniversary celebrations of the Grunwick Strike and the role of trade 
unions in both disputes. Further, it explores how ‘the identities of different 
groups of minority women workers such as their gender, race, ethnicity, 
diverse class positions, migration histories and family circumstances are 
mobilised and reproduced in migrant labour markets and shape particular 
political possibilities in response to exploitation at work’.38 At the same time 
it locates the disputes in the imperial, political and industrial history of 
the countries from where the women came. This book on the BA–BASSA 
dispute similarly explores the interaction of gender, sexuality and ethnicity 
with class (Chapter 6).

Finally, an account of the 2002–3 firefighters’ strikes, an extended 
chapter in the official history of the FBU, is based on interviews with 
100 full-time and lay officers, activists and members.39 Combined with 
industrial relations analysis it provides an intimate analysis of the sources, 
dynamic, processes and experiences of perhaps the single most important 
strike occurring under the new Labour governments. 

Other work on individual strikes, and particularly those that flourished 
during and following Thatcher’s offensive on the working class, includes 
accounts of the 1980 steel strike,40 the 1984–5 miners’ strike41 and the 
1995–6 Merseyside dockers’ lock-out.42 In addition, a number of journal 
articles have focused on strikes or industrial conflict.43 Two other books that 
do not fit exactly within the strict categories of specific strikes or worker 
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testimony deserve inclusion in this discussion. Darlington and Lyddon’s 
uplifting account of class struggle in 1972, deriving from multiple documen-
tary sources including quotes from leading participants, delivers compelling 
insight into the high water mark of strike action in post-Second World War 
Britain.44 Further Gall’s monograph on the Communication Workers Union 
(previously the Union of Communication Workers) is constructed initially 
on interviews with postal workers and lay official interviews in Scotland 
and then on extensive interviews with full-time officers on the postal side.45 
Combining forensic examination of union, employer and newspaper doc-
umentary sources with interview evidence, the book delivers a nuanced 
account of the meaning of militancy, providing a conceptual underpinning 
for understanding both national official strikes and the wave of unofficial 
strikes that occurred in the Royal Mail during the 1990s. 

The work of Kars, Lane and Roberts, Fantasia, Wolfson and Foster, Lang 
and Dodkins, Anitha and Pearson and Moore, Wright and Taylor in partic-
ular constitutes a tradition of research and writing that utilises first-hand 
participant accounts that explore the processes, dynamics, meanings and 
significance of strikes from the bottom up, but which are located within 
their institutional, political-economic and social contexts. The narrative 
now turns to the important issues of how our first-hand accounts were gar-
nered, the profile of the participants and the research methods adopted.

Sources, methods and testimony

The origins of this book lie in the authors’ engagement with and support 
for the cabin crew and BASSA, which preceded the first strike days and 
continued for the duration of the conflict. Relationships were established 
with BASSA officers and activists during this period. Out of discussions 
following the dispute the idea flourished that a documentary account should 
be written. From the outset, the intention was to compose a narrative of the 
dispute, but one that would go beyond this and be based in large part on the 
first hand testimonies of participants.

The authors were permitted to address BASSA branch meetings 
at Bedfont in early 2012, at which they explained the purpose of the 
proposed book and their approach to gathering data, specifically through 
interviews with cabin crew, BASSA representatives and activists. Appeals 
for volunteers were made at these meetings and BASSA encouraged partici-
pation in emails to members. Additional subjects were attained through the 
personal contacts and recommendations of those interviewed, in what is 
termed ‘snowballing’ in the academic research methods literature. Prior to 
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each interview, the principal aim of capturing the participant’s experiences 
and perceptions, ‘warts and all’, was reiterated. 

Face-to-face interviews were conducted between September 2011 and 
February 2013 on union premises, in hotels and restaurants, and in par-
ticipants’ homes. Interviews lasted a minimum of ninety minutes, but 
the duration of most was over two hours. Following a pilot study, a draft 
interview schedule was amended and implemented around distinct themes, 
including employment histories, changing experiences of work, skill util-
isation and customer service, attitudes to the company and management, 
experiences of BASSA and industrial relations, participation in the 2009–11 
dispute and strikes, and reflections on the dispute.46 More than sixty in-depth 
interviews were conducted with cabin crew and a further two with Unite 
officers involved in the dispute (see Appendix for details of participants).

The majority of interviewees were union reps or crew members who 
were active during the dispute, but the participants included a number of 
BASSA members who did see themselves as ‘activists’. Interviewees were 
guaranteed anonymity, except where consent to identify individuals was 
explicitly given. The hostile environment and legacy of victimisation 
during and after the dispute meant that in most cases pseudonyms have 
been used to protect cabin crew (seven real names have been used with 
permission; see Appendix). Participants were split equally between men 
and women, which did not exactly correspond to the gender composition 
of the membership overall, which at the start of the dispute was 64 per 
cent female and 36 per cent male.47 BASSA’s gender composition, however, 
was consistent with that of the workforce as a whole, a reflection of the 
very high level of union density. The gender, sexuality, race, ethnic and age 
profiles of participants were broadly consistent with those of the BASSA 
reps, if not the more diverse overall membership of the union. Although 
reps were disproportionately male, several women held leading positions 
during the dispute, notably Lizanne Malone, who was chair of the BASSA 
branch. 

Roughly two-thirds of interviewees worked long-haul (Worldwide) and 
one-third short-haul (Eurofleet), while one interviewee from the single 
fleet at Gatwick was among the handful who struck at that airport. The 
fifty participants comprised twenty cabin service directors, nine pursers, 
nineteen cabin crew and two Unite officers. Testimony may thus reflect 
the BASSA representative/activist base and seniority. Nevertheless, against 
the potential charge that this sample is skewed, it must be acknowledged 
that these participants, by dint of their active participation in the dispute, 
do give privileged insight into the processes of mobilisation and organisa-
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tion.48 To reiterate, the study did not involve purposive sampling. Rather, 
the authors interviewed both those who responded to appeals to take part 
and those who were recommended by these participants. 

Semi-structured interview schedules aimed to structure the interview 
process and to facilitate comparison of responses for analytical purposes. 
The authors, who conducted all of the interviews, were keen to avoid 
inflexible questioning that might inhibit employees from freely volunteer-
ing their experiences, perceptions and feelings. It is widely acknowledged, 
particularly in the use of oral history, that interviewees do not give 
responses in formal, logical sequence. Narrators explain life events through 
hierarchies of significance and associated events rather than conforming 
to the researcher’s need to reconstruct chronological sequence.49 There are 
inevitably streams of consciousness or leaps between memories, recalled 
experiences and ideas. As Portelli illustrates, this internal and collective 
dialogue and reorganisation is a fundamental strength of oral history inter-
viewing, as the participant tells the listener ‘not only what they did, but 
what they wanted to do, what they believed they were doing, and what they 
now think they did’.50

Oral narratives defy neat categorisation, which raises several challenges 
for presentation and analysis. Should researchers err on the side of 
caution and extract from a longer quote only those sentences or parts of 
sentences that pertain to a particular question or specific theme? This 
approach carries the danger that quotes can be fragments, divorced from 
the wider contexts and meanings. Or, should researchers present longer, 
unexpurgated passages that contain multiple themes? The danger here 
is the quotations might ramble and lack focus. These editorial dilemmas 
and contradictions are extensively discussed by oral historians. Schopes, 
for example, emphasises the dilemmas of ethics, authenticity and inter-
pretation involved in the act of translating interviews into publication.51 
Through each stage of transcribing, editing, publishing and revising, the 
text becomes further removed from the orality of the original source. 
Such processes are inevitable in print publication, but they do need to be 
acknowledged. To clarify, the authors have attempted to steer a course 
between these polarities, deliberating on what to include or exclude and in 
what order the quotes should be positioned. In places the testimonies have 
been ‘crafted’, snipping words to remove unnecessary digression, repetition 
or padding, but their authenticity remains intact. Nevertheless, to retain 
the authenticity of narratives, the quotes do not always map exactly onto 
the chapters’ themes.
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Purposes of and audiences for the book

This is a book that, in the first instance, is written for the BASSA cabin 
crew. In one sense, we are holding the metaphorical mirror up to reflect the 
participants’ experiences, thoughts and feelings of their protracted struggle 
and, more specifically, of their involvement in strike action. Throughout 
the dispute, Robert Byford, a former BASSA cabin crew member and 
now a retired member and a skilled photographer, took many thousands 
of pictures. Consistent with the principal objective of ‘giving back’ to 
BASSA members, the selective photographic documentation should be an 
additional stimulus for cabin crew to recall events. 

In this respect, this book is influenced by, and seeks in a modest way 
to contribute to, a tradition of British photojournalism that has given us 
unforgettable images of dramatic events surrounding workers in struggle, 
notably from the miners’ strike of 1984–5.52 Perhaps there is no single 
image from the BA–BASSA dispute that is as instantly striking as the miner 
in the comic policeman’s helmet going head to head with a row of police, 
or the policeman on horseback assaulting the diminutive, cowering figure 
of Lesley Boulton at Orgreave. However, Rob’s photographs convey to great 
effect the mass participation at rallies and meetings, and capture the mood 
on picket lines and the carnival atmosphere at Bedfont. Every picture does 
indeed tell a story. 

This book contains multiple stories and visual images that should not be 
‘hidden from history’,53 to borrow Sheila Rowbotham’s memorable phrase, 
reflecting our concern that the participation of women in struggle is not 
lost. These contributions seek to explain and describe the coming together 
of individuals with multiple life histories, experiences and identities to 
forge collective identity and action.

This is also a partisan work, in that the authors are trade union and 
labour movement activists. The issue of critically committed research and 
scholarship is a subject of interest and debate notably in Burawoy’s call for a 
partisan organic public sociology that is part of ‘a social movement beyond 
the academy’54 and the late Bourdieu’s appeal for committed scholarship 
in the service of the social movement against neo-liberalism.55 This book 
chimes also with calls for engaged pro-worker, pro-union scholarship that 
should be an integral part of worker struggles.56 These overall objectives, 
then, underlay the authors’ role as empathic interpreters and ‘active 
listeners’ rather than dispassionate and distant interlocutors.

If the primary purpose was to give something back to the BASSA 
members, they are the book’s primary audience, although not the only 
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one. The second audience is a broad layer of trade unionists and activists 
interested in learning from the dispute. The affirmation of collective action 
that is the underlying leitmotif of the book has this audience in mind and 
reinforces the need for it to be written in an accessible style. 

The book should additionally be welcomed by the academic community. 
Although not a strictly conventional work of industrial/employment 
relations, it does conform to rigorous academic standards. It makes a dis-
tinctive contribution to the industrial relations literature on strikes and 
specifically to an understanding of the BA–BASSA dispute as undoubtedly 
one of the most important conflicts this century. Further, as the first part 
of this chapter elucidates, the book contributes to the industrial relations 
and industrial sociology literature on the strike process, and to a body of 
work that has located strike dynamics in the experiences and meanings of 
strikers themselves. Thus, this book should be of value to industrial relations 
academics, but also to students taking employment relations courses. It is 
both a research source and a teaching resource. 

The book is hugely affirmative of the actions that the crew took and, 
further, conveys the enduring and universal truths of the importance of 
collectivism, collective action, solidarity and the resilience of trade union 
organisation in defiance of the indignities heaped upon employees by 
management restructuring in an era of neo-liberal employment relations. 
Additionally, the book gives trade unionists and activist’s meaningful 
knowledge of a recent strike that can help inform their understanding and 
practice. Books on particular strikes and episodes of industrial action are 
read and reread by those in the movement seeking to make sense of their 
own actions and to develop a better understanding of the effectiveness of 
mobilisation, strategy, organisation and action. The authors hope this book 
is more than a work of history.

Structure of the book 

Chapter 2 situates the dispute and provides the context for Chapters 3–6, 
which are composed largely of the testimonies of the cabin crew. First, the 
chapter sets the BA–BASSA conflict against the broader strike trends in 
the UK, but challenges the received wisdom that would regard strikes as 
outdated, some kind of historical throwback. Second, the chapter evaluates 
the structural and economic changes that have characterised the global 
civil aviation industry of recent decades, necessary for understanding 
the strategic direction taken by British Airways. Third, the chapter turns 
to the level of the firm, providing an account of the company’s history, its 
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changed structure and revised priorities, as a preface to a critical review of 
its industrial relations and the role of BASSA. This discussion sets the scene 
for the subsequent chronology of the dispute.

Chapter 3 explores the erosion of cabin crew’s organisational loyalty in the 
context of the transformed political economy of civil aviation and changes 
in the quality of the service they could provide. The chapter considers the 
factors, influences and perceptions that underpinned cabin crew collec-
tivism including the organisation of work, the constraints on managerial 
control, informal working relationships, and the role of BASSA. Cabin crew 
testify to the deterioration of industrial relations in British Airways, culmi-
nating in the exposure of Project Columbus and the imposed reduction in 
crew members on both long and short-haul flights – by-passing negotiation 
with BASSA and the trigger for the dispute.

Chapter 4 focuses on BASSA’s decision to ballot for strike action and 
British Airways’ legal challenges to the right of cabin crew to strike. It 
considers the company’s ‘counter-mobilisation’ against BASSA and cabin 
crew in the face of strike action, the measures it took to try to break the 
strike, to polarise the workforce, to ‘decapitate’ BASSA, to victimise activists 
and the use of sinister surveillance tactics. 

Chapter 5 provides an account of how the union organised during the 
strike, cabin crew experiences of the picket lines and mass meetings held at 
Bedfont Football Club’s ground. Here, the narratives suggest the importance 
of Bedfont as a ‘home’ for the strikers who lacked a fixed workplace and 
as a visible manifestation of solidarity. Accordingly, the chapter reports on 
what might be regarded as the ‘conventional’ withdrawal of labour, but also 
reveals mechanisms of organisation and communication and manifesta-
tions and expressions of solidarity that might be regarded as novel. These 
include the role of the two online forums used by BASSA members and the 
ways in which they allowed members to share anger and fears, to discuss 
tactics and developments, to provide emotional and political support, to 
challenge management’s claims and to organise action, overcoming diffi-
culties inherent in the organisationally dispersed workforce. Finally, the 
chapter looks at the strike ‘counter-culture’, how strikers communicated 
solidarity when at work in a hostile atmosphere. 

Chapter 6 considers the settlement of the dispute and its implications. 
Crew reflected on the consequences of the dispute for their lives and rela-
tionships, and thus the chapter considers the neglected issue of the emotional 
cost for participants. This chapter also explores what is frequently termed 
‘consciousness’: the extent and the ways in which attitudes, values, ideas 
and attitudes were transformed through experience of conflict and struggle. 



15

introduction

Chapter 7 offers a conclusion. It briefly considers aspects of the longer- 
term significance of the dispute and its aftermath. It looks at the prolifera-
tion of industrial action in civil aviation, but in particular, it comments on 
the unionisation of the new ‘mixed fleet’ and provides a brief account of 
their remarkable action against poverty wages and harsh conditions, which 
saw them take 85 days of strike action in 2017.




