
1  |  INTRODUCTION

In Forging Democracy, the historian Geoff Eley argues that democracy in Europe ‘did not result from natural evolution or 
economic prosperity’ or ‘as an inevitable byproduct of individualism or the market’. Rather he suggests that it ‘developed 
because masses of people organized collectively to demand it’ (2002, p. 4). He argues that ‘the banner of democracy was 
held up most consistently by “the socialist tradition”’ and that the uneven success of ‘democracy's European trajectory 
… was secured by the Left, sometimes passionately, sometimes painfully, but always as the necessary and most reliable 
support’ (2002, pp. 5, 12). A key constitutive part of the left's contribution to democracy in this respect has been the role of 
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the labour movement, with trade unions offering actually existing democratic alternatives through their own organising, 
albeit in contested, and sometimes limited, forms.

Trade unions, however, remain largely marginal to both contemporary (and historical) debates on democracy. This is 
despite their being some of the most significant mass movements based on democratic principles and practices in many 
parts of the world and having been central to various processes of democratisation (Bezuidenhout & Tshoaedi, 2017; 
Dönmez,  2021; Harcourt & Wood,  2006). Reciprocally, as Doucette and Kang have recently demonstrated, engaging 
with the ways in which the ‘egalitarian promise of democratisation’ is undermined by the strategies of employers and 
governments offers new research agendas for labour geographers (Doucette & Kang, 2018, p. 7). This paper advances this 
research agenda by using an engagement with the banners of trade unions and related political campaigns, notably the 
peace movement, to foreground the contested democratic spatial practices and forms of agency shaped through labour 
organising.

The banners of trade unions and political campaigns are both products of and a distinctive lens on the rich histories 
and cultures of workplace and community organising. Their images and slogans combine to shape alternative values, 
visions, and pride in work and neighbourhood, while often at the same time challenging injustices. This paper situates 
banners, their production, and their diverse uses as part of the ongoing work and labour of producing democratic polit-
ical cultures. Drawing on a collaborative project on trade unions banners in Glasgow, we argue that engaging with the 
ways in which banners were used, shaped, produced, and re-worked can shed important light on the relations between 
spatial practices and democratic political agency.

The paper proceeds as follows. The first section of the paper develops a detailed engagement with Clive Barnett's 
influential work on the geographies of democracy and injustice. While recognising the importance of his attention to 
emergent practices of democracy, we contend that his account of ‘ordinary democratic practices’ tends to treat the forms 
of democratic activity as given and outline an alternative approach which foregrounds the generative character of demo-
cratic political activity. The second section of the paper discusses the distinctive methodological and public engagements 
that shape the paper before turning to the remaining sections of the paper, which offer three distinctive cuts through the 
contested relations between labour organising and democratic politics. The paper concludes by reflecting on the relations 
between banner and forms of democratic agency.

2  |  DEMOCRATIC POLITICAL CULTURES, SPATIAL RELATIONS, AND CONTESTED 
ARTICULATIONS OF LABOUR

Clive Barnett argued that democracy has an ‘uneasy standing’ in human geography. He asserted that this reflects ‘the 
incomplete and contested shift in the normative paradigms which underwrite self-consciously radical and/or critical 
geography’ (2008, p. 1637). Over the course of a number of influential papers and interventions, and in a most sustained 
fashion in his monograph The Priority of Injustice: Locating Democracy in Critical Theory¸ Barnett developed a distinctive 
take on the spaces of democracy (Barnett, 2004a, 2004b, 2017; Barnett & Low, 2004). In the wake of his untimely passing, 
it is clear that this will be one of his lasting contributions to the discipline. As Nick Clarke notes, ‘he worked on this topic 
throughout his career’ and his ‘views on democracy – his belief in people, giving them voice, enabling participation, 
listening, deliberating’ were central to his work (2021, n.p.).

By articulating a distinctive engagement with democratic phenomenologies and ‘affected interests’, his work outlines 
key elements of what he termed ‘a social theory of democracy’. A central tenet of such a theory is that ‘the capacities for 
creative action and reflexivity often reserved for particular dramatic events undertaken by privileged historical agents 
are actually much more widely dispersed than assertively agonistic theories of democracy and ontologies of the political 
seem able to acknowledge’ (Barnett, 2017, p. 11). Three key elements of his approach to theorising the spaces of democ-
racy and injustice are particularly significant and distinctive and are of direct relevance for this paper.

First, Barnett develops a particular take on the political/politics distinction which has increasingly oriented critical 
interventions in democratic theory. His critical engagement with the work this distinction does emerges in part from a 
direct critique of the voluminous scholarship on radical democracy associated with Ernesto Laclau and Mouffe (1985), 
among others (Barnett, 2004a). Thus he argues that ‘we should resist the temptation to identify the possibility of political 
change with forms of extraordinary action that are sharply set off from the ordinary rhythms in which politics is routinely 
experienced and known’ (2017, p. 3; see also Wills, 2019, p. 421). In particular, Barnett makes a direct challenge to the 
effects of what he describes, after Žižek, as the ‘double inscription of the political’. For Barnett, such a ‘double inscrip-
tion of the political’ serves to marginalise what he terms the ‘ordinary rhythms’ of democratic politics. He relates this 
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distinction to what he argues is the ‘strong ontological inflection’ of theorising associated with radical democracy. He 
argues that a ‘common refrain across different variants of this theme’ is the ‘assertion of the excess of the political over 
instituted forms of politics’. As a result, he argues that ‘activities on the instituted politics side of the equation’ such as 
‘[v]oting, elections, lobbying, policy making – the stuff of ordinary politics, one might think’ tend to be ‘treated as banal, 
inauthentic, restrictive, and improper in one way or another’ (2017, p. 85).

Second, he argues that the ‘disappointed acknowledgement that contemporary democracy is a “flawed hegemon” is 
often taken to automatically invalidate any and all concern with the sites and procedures of ordinary democratic politics, 
such as elections, parties, or parliamentary procedures’ (2008, p. 4). To engage with such forms of ‘ordinary democratic 
politics’, he positions democracy as ‘ethnographically emergent’, placing ‘particular emphasis' on ‘understanding the 
political experiences out of which democracy's contested meanings emerge’ (2017, p. 70). Barnett argues that positioning 
‘democracy as emergent from these forms of experience and their attendant conflicts’ enables an attentiveness ‘to the ways 
in which the essential contest ability of democracy is in itself an aspect of these experiences and conflicts’ (2017, p. 71; 
emphasis in original). He does not, however, equate thinking about ‘democracy ethnographically’ with an argument 
that there can be ‘only one, methodologically cherished form of immersive field work through which democracy can be 
properly investigated’ (2017, p. 71). This approach is informed by what he describes as ‘action-theoretic’ articulations of 
democratic practice, which he argues enables a sense of the formation of democratic capabilities (2017, pp. 115–116).

Third, in related terms, Barnett draws attention to the ways in which ‘specific expressions of harm and injury’ animate 
a ‘felt sense of injustice’ (2017, p. 269). He argues that being attentive to such felt injustices can help to enrich under-
standings of democratic practices, suggesting that ‘doing so allows us to hear the precise form of wrong that is being 
objected to and it facilitates acknowledgement, that is, it allows us to formulate an appropriate response or course of 
action (2017, p. 270). He refers to this approach as ‘prioritising injustice’, which is related to a particular attitude towards 
political engagement that ‘implies a more hesitant relationship towards movement politics than is often admitted in 
traditions of critical thought’(2017, p. 267). Instead for Barnett the ‘prioritisation of injustice involves a fundamental 
reorientation in the vocation [of] theory itself’ towards the ‘analysis of justice claims that arise from the situated emer-
gence of injustice’ (2017, p. 267).

This paper takes seriously Barnett's appeal to an ethnography of emergent forms of democratic politics, concurring 
that this potentially offers new ways of valuing, tracing, and engaging with the spatial practices of democratic agency. It 
offers possibilities for understanding the role of labour organising in shaping democratic political cultures and engaging 
with unions' own contested democratic practices. Such an ethnography of democratic politics holds out the promise 
of a detailed attentiveness to aspects of the conduct of such politics which have sometimes been neglected in critical 
geography. It also opens up an important challenge to influential writings around the ‘post-political’ in geography, most 
directly associated with the work of Erik Swyngedouw, which have tended to construct only particular forms of agency 
as political or having the potential to politicise (Haughton et al., 2016; Swyngedouw, 2018; for critical discussion, see 
Beveridge & Koch, 2017).

Despite injunctions to take ordinary practices seriously, Barnett's account of the geographies of democracy in Priority 
of Injustice, however, tends to occlude direct engagement with actually existing forms of democratic politics. In his drive 
to challenge accounts which sharply demarcate ‘the possibility of political change with forms of extraordinary action’ 
from ‘the ordinary rhythms in which politics is routinely experienced and known’, Barnett also tends to treat those ‘ordi-
nary’ forms of politics as rather self-evident rather than worthy of further analysis and inquiry. Further, his work rarely 
unpacks the spaces through which the forms of democratic practice which he brands as ordinary are generated and 
articulated. As a result, Barnett's approach tends to treat the forms such ‘ordinary’ democratic practices take as given. A 
particular consequence of this is that his account of such ordinary democratic practices in Priority of Injustice does not 
engage with the power relations that shape who is included or excluded in practices of democratic politics and, crucially, 
on what terms inclusion and participation are articulated.

To offer an alternative take on the relations between space, politics, and democratic politics, we argue here for a 
more concerted engagement with the generative spatial practices of political activity. We do this through using detailed 
discussion of the uses of banners to provide a focus on some of the spaces through which labour organising has been 
constituted and envisioned. Engaging in depth with such spatial practices also speaks to some of the struggles which 
were integral to conceptions of democratic politics, resonating strongly with the quote from Geoff Eley with which we 
started this paper. Eley's work signals an engagement with democracy that emphasises the ways in which it has been 
decisively shaped by movements from below. Such movements have had their own exclusions as Satnam Virdee's engage-
ment with the relations between working-class politics and racialising forms of nationalism makes clear in the context 
of Britain (2014, especially pp. 98–122). In this respect, the disposition of historians like Eley contrasts with the stance 
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adopted by Barnett towards left social and political movements and their relation to democratic politics. It is not that Eley 
adopts an uncritical attitude to social movements and left politics, but rather through foregrounding their activity and 
diverse contribution to the formation of democratic politics he offers a very different lens on ways of understanding the 
processes of democratic politics.

As a result, rather than treating the forms and conduct of ‘ordinary democratic politics’ as given, such work tends 
to centre the productive and dynamic character of such forms of democratic agency from below. Following from this, 
in our view it is necessary to directly integrate the force, agency, and labour of movements shaped from below with the 
theorising of democratic spatial politics. Doing so offers significant resources for ways of thinking about the generative 
character of relations shaped at the intersection of spatial politics and democratic agency (see also Massey, 2005). Theo-
rising about the ongoing and in process articulation of democratic agency and spatial practices in this way also can offer 
different perspectives on the ways such agency is contested, reworked, and reconfigured. Tracing the spatial imaginaries 
through which such struggles for democratic reform were shaped can also open up a more active sense of the geographic 
structuring and articulation of struggles for democracy.

Such geographies are foregrounded by Catherine Hall, who has argued in relation to the 1832 and 1867 Reform Acts 
in Britain that claims to democratic representation were shaped through dynamic imaginative geographies of race, class, 
and gender - i.e. cut ‘were envisioned’ (Hall, 2000). She argues that ‘Jamaica provided one site for an experiment over the 
relation between “race” and forms of political representation which framed the debates of 1866–7’, and that the presence 
of the Irish in England and Scotland was also central to the terms of debate around citizenship and democratic politics. 
Thus she notes that ‘the constitution of the Irish as “a race apart”’ was ‘central to the debate as to what Englishness/
Britishness was, who were its “others”, who deserved the privilege of citizenship and what were the acceptable forms of 
political masculinity’ (2000, p. 204). As we discuss below, the investments of some trade unions in imperial articulations 
of labour and racialised imaginaries of organisation meant they produced visions of democratic reform and politics 
within some of the limits envisioned by imperial Britishness (Hyslop, 1999, Kirk, 2003, pp. 149–218).

This positions democratic spaces and imaginaries in the broader contours and differentiated spatialities shaped by 
imperial geopolitics, which influenced important articulations of the ‘coloniality of labour’ (Werner, 2016, pp. 134–135; 
Mullings, 2021). As David Slater argued, it is necessary not to treat the geographies of democracy as necessarily self-evident. 
Rather, as he suggested, ‘any attempt to reconstruct our vision of the trajectories of democratic politics needs to take into 
account the history of West/non West encounters’ (2002, p. 271). Engaging with the terms of these encounters through 
labour organising offers important ways of thinking about how the democratic structures and forms of the labour move-
ment were experienced and brought into contestation by racialised minorities in contexts like the post-war UK (Duffield, 
1988; Hirsch, 2019; Kelliher, 2021; Virdee, 2014).

To discuss the contested character of democratic spatial practices, this paper uses detailed discussion of the uses 
of trade union banners and by so doing contributes to work which has engaged with the material cultures of labour 
organising, protest, and politics (Griffin & McDonagh, 2018). As Hannah Awcock has observed, ‘material objects’ can be 
used ‘as a way of exploring themes and issues that are difficult to access through conventional textual archives’ (2020, 
n.p.). Work on the production and use of trade union banners in movements for Scottish reform has demonstrated this 
offers ways into engaging with the formation of democratic spatial practices and their contested and emergent material-
ities (Pentland et al., 2012; Tufts, 2006). Locating banners as part of the material culture of democracy can offer us new 
insights and methodological approaches to ‘histories from below’, which allow the exploration of what grassroots politi-
cal actors ‘saw and felt in politics rather than what they read and heard’ (Pentland et al., 2012, p. 30).

Positioning these material artefacts as constitutive of democratic spaces and imaginaries can provide a useful lens on 
the relations between unions and democratic political cultures, such as attempts by unions at renewal and fostering partic-
ipation (Tufts, 2006). Stephen Tufts' discussion of the strategies of Local 75 of the Hotel Employees and Restaurant Employ-
ees (HERE, now UNITE-HERE) in Toronto demonstrates how such an approach can highlight tensions and divisions 
within unions and how this impacts on their democratic cultures, visions, and practices (Tufts, 2006). Thus Tufts discusses 
some of the tensions which developed as Local 75 sought to use cultural activities such as banner making ‘to move workers 
beyond a racialized, gendered, service worker identity to that of the involved citizen who is part of the dynamic communi-
ties that attract people to Toronto and provide a sense of place and meaning to the urban experience’ (2006, p. 355).

By engaging with such tensions, Tuft's offers an important lens on some of the contested dynamics of labour organ-
ising, drawing attention to some of the ways in which forms of union renewal were negotiated and articulated by union 
members from different backgrounds. This has significant relevance for engaging with the democratic spatial practices 
shaped by union organising. It also signals the importance of engaging with the actually existing forms of democratic 
politics that are occluded in Barnett's account of democracy in Priority of Injustice. The next section develops these 
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themes through discussing how working with banners can open up distinctive methodological approaches for engaging 
with democratic agency ‘from below’.

3  |  BANNERS AS METHOD

To engage with emergent practices of democratic organising cultures and to explore how they are contested, this paper 
draws on a collaborative project on banners in Glasgow which brought together geographers, museum staff, political 
activists, and trade unionists. It used banners as a way into understanding histories and geographies of organising in 
Glasgow (Crossan et al., 2016), taking banners from the collection into communities in the city where they had been 
produced or used so as to engage with knowledges of organising in these sites (cf. Flinn, 2011). Seven workshops have 
been organised as part of the project; 2–5 banners were displayed and discussed at each event and although the events 
utilised key speakers for each banner, they were informal events, generally more conversational in tone than a speaker/
questions format.

The workshops were preceded by visits to local community groups (e.g., local reading groups, history groups, and 
campaign groups), which allowed the project team to both publicise the events and invite residents to suggest neighbours 
who hold useful information and might show an interest in speaking at the workshops. The events were publicised in 
local libraries, community centres, and various local related Facebook pages and websites. Over 100 people attended the 
workshops overall to view these important objects and share their stories. As well as oral testimonies, people brought 
photographs, pamphlets, additional banners, and other relevant artefacts. The collaborative and participatory nature of 
the project (involving academics, Glasgow museums staff, union representatives, community activists and other local 
residents) acted as a powerful thinking tool for all participants.

Here we draw on testimonies from four of the workshops which have taken place as part of the project. Two of the 
workshops took place in May 2015 in Govan and Barmulloch, in the south and north of the city respectively, and engaged 
with diverse aspects of organising in these areas. Banners were chosen which had links or resonances with particular 
areas of the city: the banner of the Glasgow Shipwrights was chosen for the Govan workshop, for example, given the 
area's strong associations with shipbuilding. The other two workshops were organised more thematically. These events 
related to women peace campaigners, an event held at Glasgow Women's Library on 18 June 2016 timed to mark the 
centenary of the Women's Peace Crusade in Glasgow in 1916, and the experiences and contributions to the labour move-
ment of workers of South Asian heritage in Glasgow.

The latter event was held at the Scotland Street Museum on 17 March 2017 and was linked to an exhibition, Glas-
wegAsians, developed by Glasgow Museums in association with Colourful Heritage, which showcases ‘the stories and 
contributions of early South Asian and Muslim communities in Scotland’ (Glasgow Life, 2021, n.p.). Here we draw on 
the testimony of Suki Sangha, then chair of the Black Workers' Committee of the Scottish Trade Union Congress (STUC), 
who spoke at the event alongside oral histories of Bob Chadha, a longstanding activist in Glasgow who was a Labour 
Councillor in Cumbernauld, and Gurdev Singh Pall, who was involved in the Rail and Maritime Transport Union (RMT) 
during the 1990s and 2000s. Both Chadha and Singh Pall contributed to the banners event, but here we use their more 
detailed accounts from their oral histories which give a sense of the longevity of forms of organising by workers of South 
Asian heritage in Glasgow and the importance of their different trajectories and experiences (see Rogaly & Qureshi, 2017).

Engagement with the banners played a key role as entry points into textured cultures of political organising and were 
crucial for inspiring discussion which provided key insights into the emergent and contested character of democratic 
spatial practices. Rather than conceiving of the banners as merely symbolic artefacts, the workshop method foregrounded 
discussion of different ways the banners had been used and produced (Navickas, 2010). This led to vivid and at times 
emotionally charged accounts of the different forms of political activity they had been integral to and of the dynamic 
uses of space produced through labour organising. In analysing the testimonies and engagements from the workshops, 
we have been attentive to the ways in which these testimonies provide an important lens on the spatial practices through 
which democratic politics is shaped and through some of the ‘felt injustices’ which animate struggles over democratic 
forms of organising. In the remainder of the paper, we engage in detail with banners that relate to different aspects of 
the relations between unions and contested democratic politics in different time periods in Glasgow. By bringing these 
different spatial and temporal contexts into conversation, the paper demonstrates key continuities and differences in the 
ways in which democratic claims and imaginaries have been shaped by trade unionists and other activists in the city. The 
next section opens this empirical engagement with a discussion of the relations between the Glasgow Shipwrights and 
the movement for democratic reform in the late nineteenth century.
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4  |  ‘EQUAL RIGHTS AND EQUAL LAWS’: STRUGGLES FOR THE DEMOCRATIC 
FRANCHISE AND TRADE UNION RIGHTS

Speaking at a Banner Tales workshop held at the Pearce Institute in Govan in May 2015, Richard Leonard, then Political 
Education Officer of the General Municipal and Boilermakers union (GMB) and later leader of the Scottish Labour Party 
(2018–2021), drew attention to the important role of the labour movement in shaping movements for democratic reform. 
He argued that ‘the trade union movement from its very beginning has seen the need to act and organize politically as 
well’ as industrially (2015, p. 5). He also stressed the contemporary relevance of past struggles for trade union rights, 
arguing that ‘if ever anyone needs a reminder of why that is still the case today look back just three days to the Queen's 
Speech’. The speech had included proposals for the 2015 Trade Union Bill 1 which included a ‘requirement for a 50% turn-
out in any industrial action for that industrial action to be official and legal’ and stipulated that union members would 
have to ‘opt in’ to the political funds of their unions rather than ‘being automatically enrolled’. This he argued ‘takes us 
back to the 1927 legislation, which Stanley Baldwin introduced after the General Strike to try to weaken the political 
voice of trade union movement … at the very point in history when the Government is legislating on how trade unions 
operate’ (2015, p. 5).

The context for Leonard's talk was discussion of a banner belonging to the Glasgow Shipwrights. The banner was 
ostensibly made for demonstrations in 1884 in support of the partial extension of the Franchise including to male agri-
cultural workers, and is part of Glasgow Museums' significant collection of banners relating to trade unions and political 
campaigns. It was displayed for the duration of the day-workshop in the Pearce Institute alongside the banner of the 
Govan branch of the Scottish Socialist Party and new banners made by the Govan craft group Bead n Blether, which were 
inspired by older Women's Co-operative Movement banners. The Glasgow Shipwrights' banner demonstrates some of the 
connections Eley poses between trade unions and left political cultures and struggles for political reform. Trade unions 
were important actors in the struggles to re-shape the boundaries of the political sphere in nineteenth-century Britain, 
shaped as it was around the three key Reform Bills and Movements of 1832, 1867, and 1884, which progressively extended 
the male franchise. That the secretary of the Glasgow Shipwrights through the 1870s, Alexander Wilkie, became one of 
the first Labour MPs, representing Dundee between 1910 and 1922, also suggests the way these activities enabled spaces 
of working-class representation. Working-class activists gained experience, connections, and skills through involvement 
in trade unions which were significant to engaging with political activism and democratic practices.

The Glasgow Shipwrights had a history of producing and/or commissioning banners in relation to struggles for 
political reform. Their cash book for 1866 notes expenditure of £1–7s-6d for painting a banner for demonstration and 
also records costs for banner poles. 2 A report in the Glasgow Herald of the presence of the Glasgow and Clyde ship-
wrights at the Glasgow Franchise demonstration in 1884 records that they were 2000 strong and carried three banners 
as well as model ships. The report notes that they ‘were headed by the Coatbridge Brass Band, and carried numerous 
flags and banners, among them, a peacock in full plumage. The foremost flag which had been carried in many previ-
ous demonstrations showed a variety of tools and trade emblems. Following it was a banner prepared especially for 
the occasion. On it was shown a block on which were the words “County Franchise £14”’, and immediately below the 
figure of a man with an axe raised, and the motto, chip it out’. A second banner showed the figure of Britannia with the 
scales of justice in hand depicting the heavyweight of the Franchise Bill which pulls down one side of the balance in 
comparison to the light(er) weight House of Lords on the other side. On the right ‘Punch’ is represented as saying ‘Billy, 
you must pass the bill’, Billy being a reference to the then prime minister William Gladstone. 3 The well-known figure 
of Punch, a significant reference point in popular culture, was famous for mocking establishment figures (Clark, 1996, 
Linebaugh, 1992, pp. 402–404).

The targeting of the Lords was significant. Mark Nixon notes ‘the language of the 1884 demonstrations’ is ‘focused at 
least as much on the Lords as it is on the ostensible cause of the movement, which is to say the expansion of the parlia-
mentary franchise’ (2018, p. 17). Nixon also notes how banners could also involve direct threats and warnings against the 
Lords that often drew on the craft traditions of those carrying/making the banners. Thus the ‘spindlemakers of Edward 
and Simpson co. of Rutherglen’ noted that they would use their skills to ‘spin a rope/to hang the House of Lords’ (cited by 
Nixon, 2018, p. 18). The third Shipwrights' banner described in the Herald's account implied similar threats. The Herald 
report observes that ‘A third banner bore in large letters the motto “the House of Lords – hew them down” surrounded by 
four large axes, while a number of processionists carried cards on which were such mottos as “We'll break up the Lords 
and redeem the Commons.”’ 4

Glasgow Museum's collection of artefacts includes the first two banners mentioned in the Herald report. The wider 
material culture of the popular reform movement and its radical processions was important, serving ‘to visualise and thus 
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realise the dignity, skill and respectability of labouring men, and, by extension, their fitness for the franchise’ (Pentland 
et al., 2012, p. 35). The extent to which the 1884 Shipwrights' banner depicted in Figure 1 was linked to a history of demo-
cratic struggles was something that emerged through the Banner Tales project. At the Govan workshop, Richard Leonard 
described the role of the Shipwrights, the purpose and formation of the Glasgow Shipwrights' Society, and the formation 
of a national union, the Association of Shipwrights in 1882, of which Alexander Wilkie was both a key instigator and 
general secretary (Leonard, 2015; Bellamy & Saville, 1976, p. 208). 5

Leonard noted, however, that the banner would have been made just two years after the formation of the Association 
of Shipwrights, so it was strange that it still referred to the Glasgow Society. Questions from the audience suggested that 
parts of the banner looked as if they had been modified and close examination suggested overpainting of part of the 
banner. After the workshop, Helen Hughes, textile conservator at Glasgow Museums, arranged for infrared images to 
be taken of the banner. These showed the original wording in the area being pointed out that says ‘The Whole Bill’ was 
‘Repeal the Bill’, a reference to the campaign to repeal the 1871 Criminal Law Amendment Act. This legislation allied to 
the Trade Union Act of 1871 had made trade unions legal in Britain and ‘gave the trade unions in most respects a fairly 
satisfactory legal status’ (Cole & Filson, 1965, pp. 570–583). It was coupled, however, with the Criminal Law Amendment 
Act, which ‘created a series of ambiguous offences highly dangerous to Trade Union strike action’ (1965, p. 570). Karl 
Marx described this Act as a ‘Parliamentary conjuring trick’ which ‘withdrew the means the workers could use in a strike 
or lock-out from the common law and placed them under exceptional penal legislation, the interpretation of which fell 
to the manufacturers themselves in their capacity of justices of the peace’ (Marx, 1976, p. 903).

The shifting use the banner was put to, and the process of re-writing the banner for different demonstrations and 
contexts, emphasises the dynamic reworking of materialities of protest and struggle. Such ‘re-use could also be accom-
panied by the modification or “editing” of existing material culture’ (Pentland et al., 2012, p. 48). These diverse uses also 
signal the centrality of important articulations between struggles for ‘political’ rights and ‘trade union’ rights. The ways in 
which banners were reworked and re-articulated as dynamic parts of material cultures of democratic organising in turn 
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emphasises how the boundaries between what were seen as struggles for political and trade union rights were permeable 
and inter-related. The imagery of these banners, with their rather masculinist depictions of skill, however, also speak to 
the contested character of who was involved or excluded from struggles for democratic reform.

Thus the first Shipwrights' banner mentioned in the account of the Franchise demonstration which shows a bearded 
shipwright holding an adze and cutting at a block of wood marked £12, with the legend ‘chip it out’, powerfully demon-
strates both this emphasis on skill and some of the ways it was gendered. Thistles and scrolls with ‘No Money Qualifica-
tions’ and a quotation from Burns ‘The Rank is but the Guinea's Stamp’ give it a distinctly Scottish feel and are related to 
a broader use of Robert Burns' poetry in banners which Mark Nixon has contrasted with an appeal to the poetry of figures 
like Byron in the platform speeches of more middle-class reformers (Nixon, 2018). 6 The symbolism related to masculine 
skill in the Shipwrights' banners was part of changing relationships of gender, labour, respectability, and political reform 
which had important geographies. In the wake of the 1867 Reform Act, unions drew ‘political boundaries against the 
poor and the “rough” working class’ in ways which produced ‘a narrower political definition of the putative citizen than 
any dominant strand of popular radicalism had been prepared to draw between 1790 and 1848’ (McLelland, 2000, p. 101).

For the Glasgow Shipwrights, there were strong linkages between such notions of working-class respectability and 
exclusionary forms of Protestantism which could be linked to strong articulations of anti-Catholicism. Wilkie, for exam-
ple, was both a Freemason and an Oddfellow and lived in the Glasgow neighbourhood of Partick, where there was an 
anti-Catholic riot in 1875 (Bellamy & Saville, 1976, p. 208). That claims to democratic representation could be articulated 
with some of the forms of respectability and skill associated with constructions of a ‘labour aristocracy’ is something 
that is arguably shaped through the Glasgow Shipwrights' banners. This emphasises how banners, as well being part of 
democratic struggles, could also be integral to some of the limited and exclusionary ways in which some trade unions 
have envisioned constructions of labour (Virdee, 2014). The next section discusses the STUC Black Workers' Committee 
banner and relates this to struggles by trade union activists of South Asian heritage in Glasgow to challenge, rework, and 
reconfigure some of the limits of unions' democratic cultures.

5  |  THE STUC BLACK WORKERS' COMMITTEE BANNER AND GENERATIVE SPACES 
OF ORGANISING

Speaking in March 2017 at a workshop held in the Scotland Street School Museum to discuss the experience of workers of 
South Asian heritage in Glasgow, Suki Sangha observed that ‘We don't always hear many stories about Black and Minor-
ity Ethnic workers organizing in the trade unions’ (2021, p. 66). Sangha's account here challenges dominant discourses 
that have sought to racialise working-class politics as white and that have currently gained significant traction on both 
the political left as well as the right. Thus Sivamohan Valluvan has recently argued that a ‘heavily whitened reading of 
class has become perhaps the most deafening feature of contemporary left nationalism’ in the UK which asserts ‘defen-
sive working-class positions … against the spectre of immigration’ (Valluvan, 2019, p. 177).

Sangha's contribution related to the STUC Black Workers' Committee banner and stressed the agency of workers of 
colour as well as the discrimination they have faced within unions (Anitha & Pearson, 2018). Her account indicated the 
relations between trade unions and broader democratic imaginaries, discussing how her own involvement in the trade 
union movement was influenced by the role of unions in broader struggles, rather than in relation to workplace issues. 
Noting that she joined a trade union as a student because of ‘the important role’ she ‘saw them playing around social justice 
issues’, she stresses ‘their visibility in the anti-war movement and anti-racist and anti-fascist struggles’ (2021, p. 62). This 
emphasises that the contributions of unions to democratic cultures can exceed a narrow focus on the workplace, or can 
position workplace struggles in relation to wider geographies of struggle.

Such an expansive articulation of the role of trade union cultures is made central to the STUC Black Workers' 
Committee banner itself (Figure 2). As Sangha noted, the banner was produced by the artist Ken Patterson, who has been 
involved in the production of banners for other progressive organisations in the city and was ‘designed in collaboration 
with the committee at the time in 2010 and 2011’(2021, p. 66). The words on the ribbon at the top of the banner – equal-
ity, unity, community, diversity, justice, and freedom – were chosen by members of the Committee. Sangha stressed that 
these were ‘Really important words, reflecting our movement as Black workers’ (2021, p. 66).

She also noted that ‘The colour green was chosen because it features a lot in African flags and people felt that was 
quite important. And the black and white doves are seen as peace symbols’  (2021,  p.  66). Sangha's discussion here 
emphasises the relations between the words, imagery, and the emotional and political significance of the banner. As 
her testimony indicates, the colour green links the banner's design and use to a broader transnational ‘pan-African’ 
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political imaginary. This positions democratic practices in ways that unsettle the confining spaces of the nation-state 
(Sparke, 2005), emphasising how cultures of anti-racism have been shaped by being part of transnational political demo-
cratic cultures (Elliott-Cooper,  2021). This brings into question some of the assumptions about ‘ordinary democratic 
cultures’ made by Barnett and signals how banners are linked to generative spaces of politics.

Sangha's focus on the relations between trade unions and struggles against racism speaks to the important role of 
anti-racist political cultures in challenging forms of discrimination and in shaping open democratic imaginaries and 
practices. The terms of such engagement, however, were something that was contested at the workshop at the Scotland 
Street Museum and Sangha herself observed that ‘Trade unions weren't always a welcoming place for Black and Minority 
Ethnic people’ (2021, p. 65). In Scotland, as elsewhere, such issues of racism in the labour movement has been directly 
contested, not least through Zaffir Hakim's successful case of discrimination and victimisation on racial grounds against 
the STUC (Glasgow Herald, 2021). This is in a context where there is continuing discrimination in the public sector in 
Scotland (Haria, 2018, pp. 204–205). Such issues relating to the contested experiences of the labour movement were also 
developed in the accounts of Bob Chadha and Gurdev Singh Pall, who were both involved in trade unions and the Labour 
Party.

Bob Chadha and Gurdev Singh Pall's accounts of their political activity both suggest that the forms of inclusion 
shaped by the Labour Movement were differential and uneven. Thus Chadha recounts that ‘Joining the Labour Party, 
there was no racism. But after that, you experienced it when you went to fight for a seat or a position. When I came to 
Glasgow I had a lot of struggles to find a seat’ (2021, p. 43). Singh Pall recounted similar experiences of the democratic 
cultures of the Labour Party, which he joined around 1985. He noted having ‘attended several meetings to have an under-
standing about the protocol of the branch. Later as time passed I realized that it was not what you know but who you 
know, pat on the back and drinking buds, you would get elected in the branch’ (2021, p. 59).
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These accounts note the different ways in which democratic cultures in the labour movement and Labour Party 
were shaped through exclusionary practices and spaces, and intersect with work that has drawn attention to struggles 
against undemocratic, racist, and sexist trade union cultures and officials (Anitha & Pearson, 2018; Virdee, 2014). 
Such practices, however, were powerfully challenged in the post-war period through a number of organisations, such 
as the Indian Workers' Association (IWA) (Duffield, 1988). Bob Chadha and Gurdev Singh Pall position the IWA in 
Glasgow as part of a terrain of organising and engagement shaped by different organisations which often intersected 
with each other. Thus Chadha describes being involved in different forms of organising, including multi-ethnic youth 
work, the Labour Party, the Scottish Co-operative Movement, and the clerical and administrative workers' trade 
union APEX. Central to Chadha's account of the ways in which he negotiated the barriers posed to engagement 
with involvement in the labour movement is a focus on how central Black self-organisation was to challenging these 
forms of exclusionary democratic cultures. He recalls the importance of such strategies for circumventing racism 
and discrimination, and for enabling him and other trade unionists and Labour Party activists of colour to gain 
positions and experience. This resonates with Satnam Virdee's assessment of the importance of Black Sections in 
the public sector union NALGO in the 1980s. Virdee observes that ‘socialist activists’ involved in Black Sections 
‘had seen first hand how such groups had not only succeeded in maintaining pressure on the union leadership to 
combat racism, but had helped to increase the participation of black workers in the union thereby making it more 
representative’ (2014, p. 158).

These strategies were themselves contested. Singh Pall was involved in the RMT's National Black & Ethnic Minority 
Members' Advisory Committee, which was established in 1994 on the recommendation of the Commission for Racial 
Equality after protests by eight Asian guards at Paddington Station about discriminatory practices involving both the 
union and management (RMT, 2019). He recounts that initially he was hesitant about Black and Asian Sections. He notes 
that ‘The involvement regarding the community being Black and Ethnic within the union, I think we were quite against 
it in the beginning – you know we are members, ethnicity shouldn't come into it. And it's kind of breaking up the actual 
ethos of the Labour Party’ (2021, p. 56). However, he reflected in largely positive ways on his eventual involvement in the 
Committee. These engagements emphasise the importance of Black Sections and committees in contesting the exclusion-
ary character of trade unions and opening up new democratic spaces.

This can be demonstrated through the kinds of events and protest that the STUC Black Workers' Committee's banner 
has been used at. Thus Sangha noted that ‘it's been on lots of demonstrations over the years, whether that be to do with 
industrial disputes, social justice-related mobilizations such as anti-racism demonstrations, anti-nuclear peace protests, 
anti-war demonstrations. I know it's been on demonstrations confronting the far-right. A whole range of solidarity 
protests across the country’ (2021, p. 67). She also noted how the banner has been related to the annual STUC anti-racism 
demonstration held on the Saturday nearest to St Andrew's Day on 30 November, which is the only annual trade-union-
led march of its kind in Britain (Ahmed, 2018). In this respect the banner, and its use, has played a significant role in 
what Diarmaid Kelliher describes as the ‘material infrastructures of solidarity’ (2018, n.p.). The next section develops this 
engagement through exploring the role of banners in shaping an assertive ‘working-class presence’ in public spaces in 
post-war Scotland (Thompson, 1968).

6  |  BANNERS, THE PEACE MOVEMENT, AND ANTAGONISTIC CULTURES OF 
PARTICIPATION

Speaking at the workshop held in Barmulloch, Bob Gillespie, an ‘old’ Springburn Young Socialist, recounted the associa-
tions of the Springburn Young Socialists' banner (Figure 3), noting that ‘the banner was on all the demonstrations. I think 
on one occasion it was carried in Aldermaston at a demonstration. I think it has been to the Holy Loch.’ He also noted 
that ‘the poles were made of thick heavy wood and they had fitments. They were solid brass. I think they might have 
come out of the Caley (Caledonian Rail) Works. So whoever got the job of carrying the banner, they carried it for about 
a mile, and then they'd had enough and wanted to give someone else the banner’ (2015a, p. 24). This account locates 
the Springburn Young Socialists in relation to two of the iconic sites associated with protests against nuclear weapons: 
Aldermaston, the site of the Atomic Weapons Research Establishment, became the site of annual Easter marches from 
the site in Berkshire to London between 1958 and 1963, and Holy Loch, to the North West of Glasgow, near Dunoon, 
which was the site of the United States Navy's Fleet Ballistic Missile between 1961 and 1992 and similarly became a key 
site of grievance for the peace movement (Nehring, 2007, pp. 14–16).
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As well as marches, both sites were targeted by forms of direct action associated with the Committee of 100, the 
anti-war group associated with Bertrand Russell that advocated civil disobedience, and in the case of Holy Loch there 
were also locally based protesters (McVicar, 2010, p. 100; Thompson, 1978, p. 11). These were part of a radical culture 
of peace activism that had significant politicising effects. As Celia Hughes notes, the ‘experience of direct action young 
activists tasted in the Committee of 100 sit-downs ruined many for “committee meetings and points of order” forever 
more’ (2017, p. 75). Gillespie's account evokes some of the ways such alternative cultures of participation were produced 
by uses of public spaces which produced an assertive working-class presence, which will be discussed in this section.

That the Springburn Young Socialists' banner was used on the demonstrations at Holy Loch and Aldermaston signals 
important inter-relations between peace, socialism, and democracy in this period. Further, the way Gillespie links the 
poles to ‘the Caley’ roots the production of the banner in local communities. The banner was made by Wilma Gillespie, 
Bob's then wife, which relates its production to the frequently unequal gendered divisions of labour within left groupings 
(Stanley, 2013; Williams, 1986, pp. 22, 25). Gillespie's accounts of these activities suggest how engaging with the use 
of banners can draw out some of the micro mechanisms and agency of struggles for peace and how they relate to the 
contestation of democratic political cultures. Philippa Williams has argued that engaging with the ‘micromechanisms 
that constitute peace’ can help draw attention to ‘how and why actors differentially orientate themselves towards people 
of difference’ and can foreground significant forms of agency that ‘impact the shifting potential to (re)produce peace “on 
the ground”’ (2015, p. 5).

It is particularly notable in this respect that Gillespie's testimony situated the banner as part of the organisation's 
broader attempt to construct a democratic, place-based political culture. His account also gives a sense of how democratic 
agency was shaped through particular meeting places and sites. His discussion of the banner was alive with references to 
street names, church halls, local bars, cafes, and factories. Gillespie recounts that in the group's early meetings: ‘We sat in 
a very small hall, which was across from the Springburn Halls, at the bus stop on Keppochhill Road, just where the fire 
station was. I once saw the Red Clydesider Willie Gallacher in that hall’ (2015b, n.p.). This strong sense of place is evoked 
in his account of the ‘working-class presence’ established by the Young Socialists (see also Crossan et al., 2016). Thus he 
noted of a fellow Young Socialist, Ms Riley, that she had ‘learned her public speaking like the rest of us – up on a soapbox 
where the public toilets used to be at the corner of Balkan Street. We would wait till the pictures [cinema] came out and 
as they were going past we would get up – “look at the state of these buildings. You need to come and join us and we'll do 
something about this housing” – and that sort of thing’ (2015b, n.p.).

These locations were not simply ‘boxes of unchanging spaces’ (Goyens,  2009,  p.  451) but shaped the democratic 
cultures the Springburn Young Socialists sought to produce. Such routine organising of groups like the Springburn Young 
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F I G U R E   3   The Springburn Young Socialists’ banner. © CSG CIC Glasgow Museums Collection
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Socialists had broader impacts which were generative of connections and relations facilitating particular articulations 
between socialist organising and the peace movement. In the context of Cold War geo-politics, the ‘contest-ability’ of 
democracy was shaped through differentiated geographies that impacted on the terms in which democratic debates 
were articulated, challenged, and policed in the West of Scotland in the post-war period. The way such pressures were 
negotiated through the activities of the Springburn Young Socialists was made clear in Gillespie's account of the hostile 
reception afforded to Hugh Gaitskell, the right-ward leaning leader of the Labour Party and a strong opponent of unilat-
eral nuclear disarmament, at the annual May Day 1962 Glasgow demonstration, held on 6 May 1962 at Queen's Park. 7 
Gaitskell also got a ‘rough ride from party members in Liverpool’ at this time and there were significant protests aimed at 
the Party's deputy leader George Brown at the May Day demonstration in Hyde Park (Heffer, 1991, p. 88).

Gillespie recalled being ‘at the demonstration on May Day 1962 with the Glasgow Federation of Young Socialists’ of 
which he was secretary. He noted that ‘The Young Socialists walked out on Hugh Gaitskell during his speech. He was 
talking about nuclear weapons and he started haranguing the Young Socialists as “agents of Moscow”. There was a refer-
ence to it in the Morning Star at the time which would have been the Daily Worker then’ (2015a, p. 24). 8 A satirical song 
‘I'm the man who does the dirty work for Gaitskell’, published in a 1962 essay ‘Songs with Teeth’ by Bobby Campbell of 
Woodside Young Socialists, recounted the events, observing that ‘It was on a May Day bright/That I finally saw the light/I 
saw an uncouth beast/He was barracking my High Priest’ (cited by Campbell, 1962, n.p.). Gillespie's account of the May 
Day 1962 demonstration and Gaitskell’ reaction to his reception there signals how democratic cultures around peace 
were ineradicably shaped through Cold War geopolitics. Indeed, there were some discussions in the Labour Party in the 
wake of the May Day protests about proscribing membership of the Party for CND members, though the Glasgow Herald 
noted that much of the trouble had been attributed to ‘CND members but Communists and Young Socialists were also 
thought to bear a good deal of responsibility for what happened’. 9

This discussion emphasises how the limits to democratic debate and who could participate in it were configured in 
relation to what Stuart Hall, himself an Aldermaston marcher and CND activist, termed the ‘remorseless binary logic’ 
which shaped the transnational geopolitical contours of the Cold War (1989, p. 17). Through drawing attention to the 
ways in which movements like Springburn Young Socialists challenged the restrictive limits of such geopolitical contours, 
Gillespie's account suggests the ways in which movements for peace in the west of Scotland have been shaped by antag-
onistic political cultures. The negotiation of such antagonistic cultures was also a theme in Maggi Sale's contribution to 
the event on women's peace banners. Sale had been the convenor of Peace March Scotland in 1982, which took place over 
33 days, leaving from Inverness on 23 July and arriving in Edinburgh on 21 August, and was inspired by a women's peace 
march from Copenhagen to Paris in 1981, organised by the Norwegian Women for Peace.

Sale described how the march brought together diverse groups with an interest in peace, noting that the ‘whole idea in 
the preparation year was to get church groups, and union groups, and young unemployed groups and women's groups work-
ing together’ (2021, p. 22). Her account of the positioning of banners on the march, however, gives a vivid sense of some of 
the contested dynamics of participation, and engagement between, the different marchers. Sale's talk emphasised how the 
march and the banners carried on it were shaped by the political context of mass unemployment related to the consequences 
of deindustrialisation, locating this in relation to the entrenched opposition to Thatcherism in Scotland (Phillips, 2012).

Sale noted that in this context there was a significant presence of unemployed folk on the march. ‘There was a hard 
core of forty of them that walked … they were very sort of militant, unemployed workers and what have you. And all the 
banners that went with that’ (2021, p. 31). Sale's discussion of these banners emphasises, however, the unequal terms 
on which these young unemployed men were included in the Peace March (see also Griffin, 2021). Thus Sale recounted 
how such banners were kept at the back of the march due to fears they would alienate the communities marchers were 
walking through, with Buddhist monks being chosen to lead the march instead. She notes that the unemployed ‘lads’ 
‘wanted to be out there in front with the militant slogans and things, and I had to say “Look I appreciate what you are 
saying, but get to the back of the bus. Walking into a village you don't want to alienate people already, you know. You want 
to intrigue, attract people.” So yes, your banners are welcome, at the back you know’ (2021, p. 22).

This account of how the presence of the assertive political identities of unemployed young men and their banners were 
marginalised within the spatial orderings of the march speaks to the ongoing and contested character of democratic spatial 
practices. It also emphasises how antagonistic political identities and the banners they were associated with could both 
challenge and be challenging to forms of political organising. This aspect of the march can be seen as part of the antag-
onistic political cultures which form a long-standing part of movements for peace in the west of Scotland, linking back 
to the militant demonstrations of the early 1960s which were recalled by Bob Gillespie. It also emphasises how engaging 
with the spatial politics shaped through such uses of banners can highlight significant aspects of such forms of democratic 
participation.
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7  |  CONCLUSIONS

This paper has argued that the use and production of the banners of trade unions and political campaigns provides an 
important lens on the dynamic relations between workplace and community organising and democratic spatial practices. 
We have drawn inspiration from Clive Barnett's work on the spaces of democracy, particularly his focus on emergent 
ethnographies of democracy and his concern with the contestability of democratic politics. We have argued, however, 
that it is necessary to engage with the generative character of democratic political activity and to think about forms of 
the negotiation of democracy ‘from below’. The detailed engagement with banners here has enabled vivid and textured 
accounts of and engagements with democratic agency. The related focus has been on how contestation of forms of exclu-
sion has been important in shaping new democratic spaces and forms of organising. This material and the theoretical 
perspective outlined here is of broader relevance for work in geography for the following key reasons.

First, as the engagement with the Glasgow Shipwrights' banner emphasises, trade unions have been central to move-
ments for democratic rights. Recognising this emphasises the ways in which democratic spaces and politics are a fragile 
and contested achievement, which have been shaped in significant ways by movements from below. Second, as the discus-
sion of the STUC Black Workers' Committee banner emphasised, the struggles of trade unionists of colour and the work 
of Black and Asian Sections have been central in challenging the exclusionary practices of trade unions has stressed the 
productive character of challenges to the limits of democratic practices. Rather than treating these as ordinary and unre-
markable, these forms of ongoing organising show how by contesting limits and exclusions of democratic politics they 
can shape new democratic spatial practices. Third, as the discussion of the Springburn Young Socialists' banner and the 
banners on the 1982 Peace March Scotland has emphasised, engaging with antagonistic, assertive forms of working-class 
presence can unsettle the ways in which the limits of democratic politics are defined and articulated. This is important for 
recognising how the spatial practices of participation in democratic politics are configured. It emphasises that democratic 
agency can be generated, challenging the terms on which organising from below is prevented or circumvented.

In this regard such forms of organising have important resources for debates around democratic renewal and rein-
vigoration of forms of democratic politics from below. As Richard Leonard's critique of the 2015 Trade Union Bill at 
the Govan workshop emphasised, there are significant pressures on forms of democratic political activity in the UK 
and beyond. In the UK context this is particularly acute in relation to trade union rights and these are likely to face 
further attack in the context of post-Brexit Britain. Recognising the importance of trade unions and related campaigns for 
fostering democratic cultures and protest is significant and necessary. These accounts of the use of banners in different 
contexts has foregrounded different experiences and agency in shaping democratic cultures which can help enrich debate 
about democratic politics. In a context where the Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Act 2022 represents a concerted 
assault on the rights of protest in England and Wales, 10 engaging with these histories and geographies of democratic 
political activity is all the more significant and necessary.
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of the transcript of his presentation at a workshop held in Barmulloch on 15 May 2015 which was not reproduced in the 
Banner Tales of Glasgow publication. We do not currently have permission to share the full transcript of his talk.
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ENDNOTES
  1 This Bill came into law as the 2016 Trade Union Act and was strongly opposed by unions.
  2 Glasgow City Archives TD 389.
  3 Glasgow Herald, 8 September 1884.
  4 Glasgow Herald, 8 September 1884.
  5 Born in Leven in Fife, Wilkie had been a ship's carpenter by trade, voyaging to the Caribbean and South America before becoming 

employed as a shipwright first in Greenock and then Glasgow, where he was swiftly elected Secretary of the Shipwrights in 1872 (Bellamy 
& Saville, 1976, p. 208).

  6 That the artefact held by Glasgow Museums refers to opposition to the £12 qualification for the County Franchise rather than the £14 qual-
ification referred to in the account of the 1884 demonstration also suggests that it was reworked and used in later demonstrations.

  7 See Glasgow Herald, 8 May 1962.
  8 This is corroborated by the report in the Glasgow Herald of 8 May 1962, which reports Gaitskell as saying that ‘They ought to take their 

chanting to Moscow and try it in Red Square, and see what happened, or goose-step to it in East Berlin’.
  9 Glasgow Herald, 15 May 1962.
  10 The majority of the provisions of this Act don’t apply to Scotland, where policing is devolved, though there still have been significant 

protests.
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