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I
t is now nearing 35 years since the end of the

Great Strike of 1984-1985 and, whilst a little

opencast mining still takes place, effectively the

coal mining industry - which, at its peak, employed

well over one million men across Great Britain - no

longer exists. In many ways, the Strike and the

defeat of the National Union of Mineworkers was a

crucial turning point, not only for the labour

movement but in the social and economic history of

the UK, and its consequences have been profound

for the working class in the UK and beyond -

although especially for former coalmining

communities, many of which have struggled to

recover from the ravages of deindustrialisation.

Decades after the Strike and the closure of the

industry, many former coalfields communities

continue to be characterised by high levels of

unemployment, insecurity, ill health and, in many

cases, crime, anti-social behaviour and a range of

other social ills. But it is more than this - in many

ways, former coalmining communities remain

socially and culturally injured by the violence and

loss of the past. Such processes, described by

Avery Gordon (2008) as a ‘social haunting’, continue

to shape the attitudes, values and dispositions - the

very ‘rhythms’ of daily life - in many former mining

communities, even though the coal industry is now

long gone. Avery Gordon develops the notion of

social haunting through examining how historical

racial injustices and state violence continue to be

ghosted into the present, focusing particularly on

hauntings in South America in the 1970s. A

haunting, Gordon reasons, is: ‘a process that links

an institution and an individual, a social structure

and a subject, and history and a biography’ (p.19).

This article draws on research which examined how

educational processes in Lillydown, a former mining

community in South Yorkshire, are shaped not only

by the structures and relations of contemporary

capitalist society, but also by historical class-based

performances, relations and rhythms. Drawing on

semi-structured interview data with teachers,

support staff and members of the community, this

article focuses on how experiences and values of

education and employment in Lillydown continue to

be shaped by historical and current conditions of the

labour market. Through the notion of social haunting,

it shows how a community’s industrial past remains

to haunt various spaces of education and

employment in multiple and complex ways, long

after the closure of the industry.

Social haunting, then, allows us to understand how

shifts in structures, relations and practices of

education and employment constantly resurface and

affect the present, reminding us of something we

have lost, or that which is concealed but is

nonethless ‘very much alive and present’ (Gordon,

2008, p.xvi). It allows us to understand the ongoing

intergenerational effects of deindustrialisation in

more socio-historically and culturally informed ways.

Though schooling and the labour market have

changed somewhat over time, the research shows
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that people continue to seek and practice historical

rhythms, performances and values of education  and

work. A haunting is about reckoning and

understanding the echoes and murmurs of the past,

but, as Gordon stresses, it is also about the ghosts’

potential to inevitably transform social life out of a

concern for justice: ‘If you let it, the ghost can lead

you toward what has been missing, which is

sometimes everything’ (Gordon, 2008, p.58).

But to truly know the effects of deindustrialisation,

we have to better understand the underlying

historical forces that shape the present. We have to

become attuned to a knowledge of ‘the things behind

the things’ - ‘a more of listening than a seeing’ - to

reckon with the ghostly matters of what has become

lost but forces subsequent generations to ‘co-exist’,

albeit often unknowingly, with their ‘haunting

inheritance’ (Gordon, 2008, p.200).

‘Ours an education books
and schools could never teach’

Marxist theory explains how education is implicated

in the production and reproduction of class-based

inequalities, although it is important to recognise

that there are various ways in which educators can

question and challenge capitalist relations in pursuit

of a more socially just education. But to fully

understand the interplay of class and education it is

necessary to examine educational processes within

their socio-historical context. Or, in other words, we

need to understand how historical transmissions

continue to affect young people’s experiences of

education and employment.

Traditionally, formal education was not a high priority

for many of those who lived in mining communities,

although it is important to recognise that various

forms of informal learning - often linked to trade

unionism and local community groups - were

popular, at least in some locales. Technical and

vocational education was also something of a rite of

passage for some young men, especially

apprentices sponsored by the National Coal Board

to attend college, often on ‘day release’ from the

colliery. Academic learning, especially at university,

was, however, most uncommon (see Dennis et al.,

1956). But, whilst Lillydown Colliery closed over

twenty-five years ago, data from the research

suggests that such attitudes towards education

continue to exist. Although those who were

interviewed saw vocational education and going to

college as a ‘natural step’ for young people, most

participants regarded university as a ‘different kettle

of fish’. A discourse amongst respondents that it

was not expected that ‘people from this village would

go to university’ endured. Partly, such attitudes can

be seen as deriving from historically limited

knowledge and experience of higher education which

continue to shape the attitudes and values of local

residents. As one participant said, ‘the [parents]

probably wouldn’t understand why he [a young

person] wo doing it’.

It is important here to consider the historicity of how

transitions from education into employment, and

how the forms of knowledge once considered

significant, continue to affect the coalfields.

Traditionally, most left school at the earliest age

possible. What was important was their labour

power - their ability to ‘graft’. Education and training

through the pit, ‘the University of Life’ as one

respondent called it, provided access to certain

modes of knowledge which, in many cases, allowed

young people to ‘get on’ at work and in the local

community. Data suggested that a continued

preference for vocational education remained rooted,

at least in part, in traditional experiences, values

and forms of being which continue to be ghosted

into the present. Despite social and economic

changes, traditional legacies and performances built

around the coal industry remain to haunt the

present. In order to understand educational

processes in places like Lillydown, we must begin

to understand how particular rhythms and structures

of the past continue to affect experiences of

education and employment, even though the

industry which produced such traditions and values

is long gone. Then, we can begin to truly understand

the complexities of social life and inevitably

transform it (Gordon, 2008).

‘It’s all cheap labour’:
employment in the former coalfields

It was, however, also evident that participants

believed that the nature of the contemporary labour

market and the relationships between education and

employment - where work is now located mainly in

precarious, low-pay sectors of the service sector -

also played a significant role in influencing attitudes

to learning:

[T]he’ [pupils] dun’t see it [education]

working fo’ anybody do the’? . . . how many

people do the’ actually know who’ve worked

really hard at school and gone on to a

successful life and career . . . Probably very

few . . . So why would you bother? . . . And

if they’ do want a job like that [factory] you

don’t need any qualifications for that

anyway.
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The harsh reality is that, whilst much employment in

the former coalfields continues to require few

educational qualifications, typically these jobs fail to

offer the security, status and broader social benefits

traditionally associated with the coal industry. Young

people in Lillydown see through what Willis (1997)

called the ‘educational fallacy’ that: ‘opportunities

can be made by education, that upward mobility is

basically a matter of individual push, [and] that

qualifications make their own openings’ (p.127).

So, whilst the immediate labour market in former

coalfields consists largely of low-skilled, low-pay and

precarious jobs, it remains unwise to place

considerable value and trust in education which does

not necessarily predict improved labour market

fortunes. Work in the coalfields has now largely been

replaced by employment in warehouses, retail

outlets and other low-pay segments of the service

sector, where employees, both male and female,

engage in precarious, low-paid and unskilled work

(Beatty et al., 2019). But participants revealed that it

is not the type of labour per se that is problematic

but the poor working conditions, increased job-

surveillance and the loss of a sense of job security:

. . . I think we have the’ same types of

employment but the employment laws have

been slackened . . . if you have a couple of

days off as an agency worker it’s off you go,

off you pop on yha bike . . . it is easy

picking. I don’t think the work that wo on

offer twenty or thirty years ago wo any

different. I think we still have a high

percentage of unskilled jobs . . . it is ‘ terms

and conditions that have changed, the’ is no

loyalty anymore.

It is important not to romanticise the past. The

particular demands of labour and embodied

masculinities created and maintained the gendered

divisions of labour which shaped the character and

traditions of mining communities. The traditions and

performances of coal mining worked to create a

sense of community and security in the face of

industrial adversity but also contributed to the rather

‘closed’ nature of mining communities (Walkerdine

and Jimenez, 2012). It is, however, essential to

acknowledge that relatively good pay, teamwork,

camaraderie and consistent working hours were the

norm in the coal mining industry.

In contrast, participants talked about the exploitative

and tenuous nature of work in and around Lillydown

today: ‘[they] grind ye down, and then the next thing

ye know 100 of ye are out and the fresh meat is in’.

Another respondent added that: ‘there isn’t that pride

. . . you are just a number’. Whilst dangerous work

of coal mining is not missed, a historical embodied

sense of being has been lost, and it is this loss of

being, alongside the feminisation and precaritisation

of labour markets, that has, Walkerdine and

Jimenez (2012) argue, resulted in a circulation of

‘shame’ (p.63). The intensification of insecure and

precarious employment makes traditional labour

relations and performances - pride, collectivity and

solidarity, and workplace ethics - difficult to

reproduce, for both men and women.

The labour market in former coalfields now largely

offers a number of poorly paid, unskilled and often

part-time / zero-hour jobs in which the conditions

and relations of labour, in the main, fail to offer the

sense of continuity and security that were once

developed and maintained over hundreds of years in

the coal industry. It is, again, important to allow a

degree of critical reflection here. As Walkerdine and

Jimenez make clear, such conditions and relations

are more of an ‘intensification’ of prior conditions,

rather than a new phenomenon:

[It] is not a break from security, but the

ongoing chronic insecurity and the loss of

ways of providing mutual support and

solidarity that were developed during the

time of the steelworks (p.47).

But in an increasingly fragmented, non-unionised,

insecure and transient labour market it is

progressively difficult for workers to ‘strive to escape

from this brutalising condition, to secure for

themselves a better, more human  position’ (Engels,

1845). And so, the ghost remains to reveal what has

been lost, or that which is concealed, but is

nonetheless ‘very much alive and present’ (Gordon,

2008, p.xvi).

Conclusion

The coal industry is long gone now and there have,

over the years, been a series of attempts to

‘regenerate’ the social, economic and physical

dimension of places like Lillydown. It is,

nevertheless, clear that particular experiences and

values, relations and performances of education and

employment continue to haunt the former coalfields.

Though such performances at times reflect and

reproduce class-based inequalities in capitalist

society, it is important to understand such

processes if we are to truly understand, and

ultimately transform, society. To do so, we must

listen to and harness ghosts of the past with and for

those who remain ‘at the coalface’. Apprenticeships

and vocational training did, at least for some young
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men, traditionally lead to further qualifications and

progression into higher levels of employment within

the workplace. But for future generations, for both

men and women, current social, economic and

political conditions limit the value and development

of such performances - a sense of security and

progression is difficult to reproduce. Yet, despite

this, traditional attitudes and values towards

education and employment linger on. In Lillydown,

their community’s historical experiences and values

remain important sources of cultural knowledge for

future generations to draw on which help them

negotiate their futures within increasingly insecure

socio-economic conditions. Such processes are

important to understand when considering the role of

education for young people in former industrial areas

like Lillydown. This is not a call for a return to the

past, it is about ‘making a contact that changes you

and refashions the social relations in which you are

located. It is about putting life back in where only a

vague memory or a bare trace was visible to those

who bothered to look’ (Gordon, 2008, p.22). Though

it is true, as Linkon (2018) argues, echoes and

murmurs of our past alone cannot overcome the

structural forces and ideological power of the

capitalist system (pp.24-25). But this is about more

than memories or ‘ghost stories’. It is about the

transformational possibilities of ghosts to not only

‘repair representational mistakes, but to also strive

to understand the conditions under which a memory

was produced in the first place, toward a counter-

memory, for the future (gordon, 2008, p.22). It is

about understanding and re/constructing education

and employment through a class-based lens

according to pupils’ historical, current and future

realities.
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