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Working Class Politics in Sheffield, 1900-1920: a Regional
Study in the Origins and Early Growth of the Labour Party

by Catherine Burke
ABSTRACT

The aim of this thesis is to contribute to an understanding of
the nature of working class politics in one local context and
to understanding of the main areas of ideological struggle
endemic atvthis time. In this sense, the work will enrich both
the field of local political history and the broader area of

historical analysis.

The study is divided into four sections. The first examines
local trade union organisation and practice, across the local
trades and industries. It locates specifié areas of weakness

and strength, estimates the importance of tradition, leadership
and nature of work in contributing to a political perspective,
and adds to our knowledge of industrial organisation particularly
in those industries employing mainly women and in the railway

industry.

The second section examines the nature and communication of a
dominant ideology and considers its impingement on the develop-
ment of an organised working class challenge. It examines the
activities and comments of a local industrial bourgeoisie in
effecting and maintaining a balance of control in the workplace,
in Party politics and in the community. This section is comple-
mented by an appendix which lists the names and interests of

this group.

The organisation of working class politics is, throughout the
study, considered according to the different strategies and
perspectives of Lib-Labism, Labour-Socialism and Socialist-
Syndicalism. The organisational expressions of such perspec-
tives and the nature of their differentiation are examined in
the third and fourth sections. First, Party organisation is
considered in relation to local trade unionism and the
emergence of a dominant form and strategy. Secondly, the local
challenge to the principal tenets of a dominant ideology is
examined in the assertion of alternative definitions of class,
imperialism and patriarchy. A further appendix, attached, shows

the parliamentary election results for the period 1894-1918.
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“Politics for the Artisan” Sir Howard Vincent*

“If I were an artisan, assuredly this should he my
political creed. I would not trouble about Liberal or
Socialist, or Home Ruler or payment of members. I would
say to the canvasser, my politics are good wages and constant
employment for myself, a comfortable home for my wife,
clothes and food for my children, and therefore I am an

Imperialist, Conservative and a Pair Trader.’™

S.D.T. 19.10.1898.



Introduction

One feature of labour history pracﬁised in the 1960's
and 1970's has been the paralleled attention given to the
spheres of popular culture and politics and the spheres of
industry and economics. In the following thesies which examines
the nature of working class politics in Sheffield between 1900
and 1920, it is argued that the challenge to political power
can only be understood in the wider context of workplace and
community relationse.

The lbcal studies of G.Stedman Jones, John Foster, Robert
Gray, Patrick Joyce and Stephen Yeo, in considering the nature
of working class culture and consciousness in the last century,
have established the workplace as a central area of ideological
and practical struggle. There is general agreement among
historians that technological and managerial innovation, during
the last quarter of the nineteenth century, was fundamentally
challenging the nature of industrial relations..The following
study has considered the workplace, and local industrial
relations, as one area of antagonism which impinged on
relations of power in the political and social spheres. it
will be argued that specific areas of ideological contention
which manifested themselves concretely in the form of disputes,
in the organised challenge of working class political protest,
or in the comment and activity of the local bourgeoisie,
provide a key to the nature and strength of that challenge and
to its internal divisions.

An important element in the study is concerned with the

power of social and cultural definition. In capitalist society



it is the owmers of property and power who set the terrain of
debate and contest in the industrial, political and social
spheres. They do so through the means of mass communication at
their disposal, through the pfess, the churches, and public
bodies. Working class political response is in the main
reflexive. At times of crisis in the maintenance of authority
and control, brought about by fundamental changes in organisation
in industry or society, this response can have the effect of
setting the bounds of subsequent struggle.

It is found that working class political challenge is diverse,
divided amongst itself and in form and content subject to the
constraints of ideological norms. One main aim of this study
is to account for the internal divisions manifested within
the organised working class in Sheffield at this time. It is
argued that this can only be realised through the perspective
of ideological struggle. Through an examination of the
principal areas of ideological struggle, it has been found that
the key areas over which a political differentiation was effected
were the definition and operation of the concepts of class,
imperialism and'patriarchy. It is argued that each political
perspective and grouping was organised around a particualr
definition of the relations between these key concepts as they
were perceived to operate in industrial, political and social
life. Where such a definition conformed closely to that
preferred and communicated by the industrial %bourgoisie, it
proved to be the most successful of all possibilitiese.

Vhile most historians would count success in terms of
a party's performance at the electoral polls or in terms of

membérship, this is not the only form of acceptance which the
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following study seeks to address. The acceptance of a particular
form and expression of working class politics by an influential
and powerful bourgeoisie - was of crucial importance in effecting the
nature of socialist and labour challenge in this period. The
question is asked; what is the relationship between these two
forms of acceptance, and how do they impinge on each other?
Recent historical work on the nature of labour relations
in modern industrial capitalism has shifted the focus from
an overriding concern with the organised working class, rooted
in the industrial experience, to one embracing the working class
as a whole. The relations within the class have been highlighted
by studies in women's history. The following study hopes to
contribute to fhis body of work in suggesting new perspectives
supported by new evidence of the political organisation of

women and the challenge to the sexual division of laboure.

Abbreviations

Where an asterisk follows a name, (*), this denotes their
" inclusion in appended biographical list.

SeGs Sheffield Guardian

S.I. Sheffield Independent

SeDeTe Sheffield Daily Telegraph

S.FeTeCe =~ Sheffield Federated Trades Council.
Te&eLeCe = Trades and Labour Council.

Ch. of Ces = Chamber of Commerce.

iii




CHAPTER ONE

SOCIALISM AM) INDUSTRIAL ORGANISATION

The trade union movement has traditionally defined
its role as the protection of the industrial worker
in conditions of employment* Further interpretations of
legitimate areas of concern and activity have sprung
from varying levels of class consciousness which were
dependent on different interpretations of the nature
of Iemploymentf and ’‘work’ under capitalist relations¥*
These variations in working class theory and practice
are central to any appreciation of political consciousness
and challenge in the period under study. It was from
the interaction and internal debate within the labour
movement that, especially at moments of crisis, significant
developments in theory and practice were created.

In Sheffield, as elsewhere, trade unionism was focusad
on work in the manufacturing industrial sectors where
originally great skill and expertise was required of the
worker.i'Apprenticeship control was an essential element
in the building of strong union organisations in certain

trades during the early part of the nineteenth century.



In certain trades 'by the end of the nineteenth century
apprenticeship was under attach hy the employers and as
such was a very important issue in local industrial
relations*

The concept of skill learned through apprenticeship
training had far wider social implications than mere
manual dexterity* It encompassed the means of restrict-
ing output, control over the labour process, the ability
to demand a ’'family wage’ and a degree of pride in the
product. Working with dangerous materials and within
hazardous environments were additional contributory
factors in strong craft unionism*2 By contrast, workers
in non-manufacturing areas such as service, clerical and
finishing work, as well as nursing and teaching - forms
of work which do not visibly produce a profit - were
at a considerable disadvantage in terms of protecting
their own interests*

The trade union movement struggling to achieve legit-
imacy throughout most of the nineteenth century developed
its structure in relation to the development of social
policy at a national level and the response of employers
at a local level. The political relationship this entailed
was understood in different ways from different perspectives
and traditions within the movement. Alterations in the
systems of production and exchange which were developing
rapidly towards the end of the nineteenth century
undermined the original bases of trade union strength

and capacity. Mechanization was increasingly undercutting



the reality and necessity of apprenticeship. Improve-

ments in the provision of factory inspection and the intro-
duction of techniques providing healthier working conditions
undermined to some extent union strength based on physical
capacity. The expansion of women's work into traditionally
male occupations carried with it a direct threat to the
concept of the 'male bread winner', the 'family wage'

and traditional forms of trade union organisation.

In effect, late nineteenth century and early twentieth
century changes in British capitalism, both in terms of
new technology, new forms of management, and a new
relative position in the world economy, collided with
mid-nineteenth century trade unionist practices and
procedures creating a political dimension perceived and
acted upon by sections of organised workers. 0ld practices
and traditions were upheld for as long as possible, often
at the encouragement of employers.‘5 Where the anachronisms
became acutely perceived however, there resulted a
political realignment among membership which was
often at odds with official leadership. Alterations in
practice thereafter were the results of a political
reinterpretation of a complex Set of relationsﬁips which
will be examined below.

At any one time in the trade union movement as a whole,
varying forms of political consciousness existed side
by side in whose dinteraction the political debate

flourished. It is the purpose of this chapéer to



examine this interaction and the factors which contributed
to such a politically diverse appreciation of events and
relationships*

Tensions between theory and practice complimented to
some degree tensions experienced between the ’industrial*
and the ’'political’. This was heightened by differing
understandings between official leadership and membership.
This has been described by Eric Hobsbawrn who has written
of the "“tension between the ’'political’ and the ’'industrial’
in the British trade union movement. u Within this
tension it is possible to locate a political position
expressed in theory and practice. The perceived relation-
ship between the areas of work, politics and community
experience can be examined in terms of varying levels
of class consciousness. Central to this diversification
is industrial and occupational type. However such factors
as tradition of organisation, leadership and size of
membership were important influences.

In the local context individual leadership, the condition
of trade and relative position of women’s work were
contributive factors. One influence perculiar to Sheffield
was the long established dichotomy in the manufacturing
sector between the ’'light’ and ’'heavy’ manufacturing
industries. This, by the end of the nineteenth century
was becoming a powerful political dynamic."'7

Responses from within the trade union movement to the
challenge of late nineteenth and early twentieth century

capitalist relations of production were directly related



to the development of the socialist and labour parties.

The fortunes of one were linked to the other. But both

wings of organised working class resistance and challenge
occupied the terrain of struggle legitimated by the state

and the upholders of its governing ideology. Therefore

it would be a mistake to treat trade unionism, any more

than labour party politics, as 1if it existed in a vacuum.

The bases of local industrial relations in relation to nation-
al state policy must be born in mind in the following

examination of industrial politics.

The Politics of Craft Control

The direct threat to worker control posed through
the introduction of new technology, new management tech-
niques and political attacks by employers on trade unionism
were perceived and acted upon in various ways by different
sections of industrial workers in Sheffield. Using the
perspective of working class politics according to a
Lib-Lab, Lab-Socialist, Socialist-Syndicalist definition,
this diversification dan be understood more clearly.
Where tradition of skill and restrictive practice was strong
and geared to an official trade union structure and leader-
ship which was based locally; where employer-employee re-
lations v/ere relatively harmonious, or at least were
presented to be so; and where trade union strength was in
relative decline and on the defensive, the politics of

trade unionism were likely to be realised in the Lib-Lab



moulde This meant in xractice an acceptance of thé

- economic and commercial expertise of the employer in his

sphere and a reaffirmation of the essential skill of the
worker in his own sphere. Through this understanding of
the relationship between the two spheres occupied by
employer and employee there followed a commitment to
effect harmonious industrial relations through negotiation
and schemes of conciliation. This was underpinned by the
understanding that the interests of the two were similar.
Any re-balancing of industrial rélations to meet new -
market conditions or systems of work would be achieved
through agreement between the representatives of capital
and labour. The representatives of labour who would be
most 'succeésful' in such a task were those whose ideol-
ogical outlook reflected most closely to that of their
employers.

Where tradition of skill and restrictive practice was
strong and trade union organisation was nationally based;
where there was increasing tension between employers and
employees, the political response was more likely to fall
into the Labour~Socialist mould. This meant that
representatives of labour were required to build up
organisations of workers based on the recognition of the
divergent interests of capital and labour and the
unequal relation of power in industrial relations. Thus
the relationship between work and politics was perceived

differently to that of the Lib-Lab. The ideological



foundations of industrial and political power and auth-
ority were recognised to a certain extent and this was
reflected in campaigns that stretched outside the workplace.
Where the tradition of skill and restrictive practice was
strong and where conciliation schemes had been set up
and experienced not to work in the interests of t he workers;
where there was engendered a strong rank and file anti-
officialism through the break down of such conciliation
schemes, there was more likely to be a political trade union-
ism in the Socialist-Syndicalist mould. Here, national and
international political strategy, rooted in imperialism, local
industrial practice and ruling ideology, were each
perceived as inextricably linked in support of the
capitalist system. The practical response of Socialist=—
Syndicalist trade unionism was to construct alternative
systems of representation in industrial, political and
social experience which expressed a theoretical
understanding of the the integral nature of work, politics
and community experience. This position essentially
rejected any idea of re-alignment in industrial relations
designed to improve conditions within the existing frame
work of the capitalist system.

Apprenticeship was the means of entering the community
of workers at their discretion and as such was an ancient
practice with its roots in pre-industrial society.
Originally an essential means of protection and transference
of knowledge valued by the community as a whole, the
emergence of industrial capitalism gradually geroded its

social and political importance., The division of labour



in production increased the level of output and conseguent-
ly of profit at times of high demand. At times of poor trade
the worker was excluded from the process of establishing
markets and controlling production. Once the worker
became a one-process expert the degree of work control was
severely limited. The relationship between the employer
and employee in this context was based on the power of
the employer to control the level of prices. The struggle
of workers to maintain apprenticeship control in the face
of the divisive introduction of mechanisation and graded
work was one of the most determining features of industrial
politics in Sheffield at this time.8

The politics of craft control reached far beyond the
workplace. The ability to demand a 'family wage' was an
important component as was a personal identification with
the work and its product.9 It will be seen in this study
that resistance to employer attacks on craft status could
be expressed through Lib-Lab political tfade unionisme
At the same time this resistamnce could find expression in
terms of Socialist-Syndicalist trade unionisme. It is
therefore not sufficient to undersiand the politics of
trade unionism at this time spilely in terms of work
experience.

Across the industrial sector the tacit assumption in
industrial relations was that the worker's wage arrived
at through restrictive practices, price agreements and the

10 Women's work went

like, constituted the 'family wage'.
unrecognised while it remained outside the employment
contract. Work as employment was one element in the

dominant ideology which received mutual recognition from



worker and employer alike* When women were working on
equal terms with men in terms of the work process, the
swelling of the labour force threatened a speeding up of
the process of de-skilling and the division of labour*
Although women did learn a trade in Sheffield as the daughter
or wife of a craftsman the trade unions feared this practice
and sought to restrict it along with the general restriction
of numbers into the trade*ll The restriction of numbers
in the labour force in certain trades had the effect of
maintaining the scarcity of skill and so provided one of
the most immediate means of extracting the highest price for
labour. It also had the effect of lessening the economic
independence of working women which accorded more favourably
with middle class ideology about the role of women in
socieﬂy*12

The male industrial workers whether organised or not
were 1in the main wedded to the dominant view v/hich was
expressed in 1909 by the city’s Medical Officer of Health,
that it was

"almost impossible to imagine a healthy home

with the mother working in the factory" 13

Those industrial workers who came to question this point
of view will be examined below in terms of their political
perspective.l®

The impact of new forms of technology as they effected
the labour process became more intense towards the end of
the nineteenth century in most areas of work. The impact
on Sheffield’s staple trades was long delayed by trade union
resistance, but certainly by the time of the first world

war foreign competition of lesser quality machine-made goods



had undermined worker's attempts to retain a place in the
labour market. Larger works and factories began to produce
cutlery at a lower level of quality and price.15
In steel-making and engineering from the 188C's onwards
new larger units of production demanding increased capital
investment on plant and machinery entailed a direct
threat to the status of the apprenticed engineer and skilled
steel teamer. dJames Hinton has summarised this process
whereby

"Manual dexterity gave way to the machinCeee
Turrett and capstan lathes and particularly the
automatic versions of these, made it possible for
the bulk of the turners' work to be performed by a
machine minder...a whole series of specialised machine
tools, grinders, millers, borers etc were developed
to take over work previously performed on lath€Seee
the advance of repetition production made possible
an increasing formalisation and simplification of
the operations performed even on the more complex
machines."16 '

The impact of this development on industrial relations
in engineering centres and particularly in Sheffield was
immense. Employers were able to employ less skilled, chegper
non-union labour to work the machines and furthermore were
able to break the resistance of the unions in dispute in this
way. The Amalgamated Society of Engineers which organised
thé bulk of the fitters and. turners in Sheffield based its
strength of organisation on strict apprentice regulationse.
Fundamentally opposed to 'set' or ‘'piece' work, the -
engineers, after their defeat over the machine question
in 1897, "followed the machine" and concentrated their

minds and efforts in securing machine work for their skilled

10



mehbers.17

The impact of the threat to work control at this time
~was not of sonsistant nature across the industrial sectorse.
While the whole of the light trades were threatened by
the breaskdown of apprentice control, workers in the 'heavy'
industrial sector were more diversely effected. This was
due to the different forms of work processes found in the
'heavy' sector. In the armament and steel works a system
of team work was practiced through the sub-contracting of
labour. Here, the means of learning the trade was by means
of advancement through the team. The leader of the team
would often be earning twice as much as the second hand and
was organised in a separate union. In this context, the inf-
lux of labour into the team advanced the interests of all
while the introduction of piece work for the lgbourer was
a form of emancipation from the sub-contract.18'
In engineering and foundry work, however, the introduction
to the trade was through jealously guarded apprenticeships
whose number and quality were controlled by the unions.
Piece work was fiercely resisted during the period up to
the first world war under constant pressure from the
employers.19 In this study the preservation of craft
status has been considered in relation to developments in -
the form and content of industrial politics during the war
years and will be examined below in the wider context of
working class political challengee.
The system of work operating on the railways entailed
the learning of skills which were especially well—guarded

by the railway workers' unions., Before 41913 these were

11



the Associated Society of Railway Servants and the Assoc-
iated Society of Locomotive Enginemen and Firemen,(A.S.L.E.F.).4
A.S.L.E.F. held out as a sectional organisation in spite
of general moves towards amalgamation of the various
transport workers' associations at this time. In 4908
the Sheffield branch underlined this sectionalism by
commenting that

"there is as much similarity in the work of the
butcher and the baker as there is in the work
of the enginemen snd firemen and the work of
other grades, and beyond the fact of their all

being railwaymen, there is not the slightest

analogy."zo

However,all railway workers at this time were subject
to general economies being enforced by the railway comp-
anies in their management of the labour force. Towards
the end of the nineteenth century, the national railway
network was completed and competition between the numerous
regional companies forced freight charges down. A situat-
ion which had encouraged an expanding labour force was
fundamentgally changed. An increased traffic load was being
worked by a numerically static labour force as economies
were made in the 1atter.21 |
The means of advancement in the railway service was
through a rigid hierarchy of grades. The key grades
were those of signalmen, guards, enginemen and firemen.
The signalman began as a box-boy and learned the work
from his senior. Passenger guards started work as station
porters gradually receiving greater responsibility and
promotion. In the context of an expanding labour force

advancement was fairly sure as long as efficiency and

12



discipline Were adhered to. However at the turn of the
century increased economies in the labour force placed a
double burden on the worker: the work load was increased
and prospects of promotion curtailed.22 The importance of
this development in the politics of railway trade unionism

in Sheffield is explored belowe2

i(a) The 'light' Trades

While most trade unionists in Sheffield were at this time
concerned at the threat to apprenticeship regulation
upon which so much of their strength of organisation
relied, their specific industrial occupation and often
the traditions of organisation within their trade influenc-
ed the politics of their response. In the 'light'trades
including cutlery and tool making, the impact of
mechanisation was slow and sporadic and was resisted by
strong union tactics for much of the nineteenth c:eantur;y.zlJr
However, as the experience of particular trades shows,
by the turn of the century employers' advances in the
use of machinery and cheaper labour had come to be the
principal issues over which industrial relations operated.25
By the turn of the century trade union strategy was
very much geared to adjustment to new conditions due to
the loss of traditional markets and the development of
domestic industries in Germany and the United States.
This adjustment entailed the recognition that thersurvival
of the local trades depended on a renewed emphasis on
guality, craft work and traditione One element of this

strategy was the publicising of fraudulent practices

among foreign manufacturers including the use of the

EY 13



name of Sheffield as a trade mark. This practice was also
used hy manufacturers of lesser quality goods made in

other parts of Britain** ° A closely related tactic was used hy
the trade unions in the local I1light’ trades was one of
convincing employers and workers alike of their interest

in maintaining and indeed improving apprenticeship

education.

Charles Hobson was one of the main spokesmen on the
unionist side on this subject."z;7 Speaking in 1894 of the
decline in the British cutlery trades he saw the preserv-
ation of skill as the answer to the competition of cheap
German manufactured goods. He said that

"in order to accomplish this, we should re-adjust

our apprentice system."”®

There was, according to Hobson, a dangerous lack of
highly skilled workmen in the ’'light’ trades of Sheffield
which was the result of employer tactics of using apprentices
£*or cheap 1labour, "sometimes called the team or sweating
system" which prevented adequate technical instruction
being carried out. The answer was a conciliation scheme
which Hobson proposed might act as a model for negotiations
across the industry.2a

The question was raised in Hobson’s own trade early in
1900. In the Brittania metal trade the issue of apprentice-
ship training was of long standing contention between
employers and employees.-"0O Apprenticeships were restricted

31

to the son of the craftsman or another union member’s son.

The union demanded formally indentured apprenticeships

14



learned under men of at least twenty five years of agee.

The proportion of apprentices to craftsmen was t o be in line
with conditions of trade?z The union also called for the
creation of a supervisory body of employers and employees
and a committee in each firm in order to record the progress
of apprentices. Hobson believed that

"If the masters will but honestly face the
difficulty and forget for a moment the gain they
hope to get out of the introduction of boy labour,
they will say that they are not greatly in need of
men to do the class of work I am speaking of."33

Hobson's interpretation of the misuse of the apprentice
system by the employers, while correct, refused to acknow-
ledge any element of class antipathy in the crisis affecting
the 'light' trades. Rather, by means of sober conciliation
and negotiation the mutual interests of skilled workers
and their employers would be realised.ﬁL He advised the
setting up of a committee made up from

"the best men found among the trades of Sheffield

eeewith the power to settle disputes by conciliation

or arbitration."35

The question of apprenticeship regulation in the silver
trades as it affected the Brittania Metal Workers came to
a head with a strike which lasted for three months in 1902.36
The dispute was nominally over prices but the employers
were keen to point out the more fundamental area of
disagreement. Organised as the Master Silversmiths
Association, they commented that

"if the men would make a reasonable concession
in the matter of apprenticeship, the employers
would favourably consider the wages question."37

The point of disagreement was the standard ration of

15



apprentices +to the number of men employed. The employ-
ers wanted this to be calculated according to a system
whereby each firm could contract at least one apprentice.
The union wanted the ratio’. to be calculated strictly
according to numbers employed, namely one for every

ten workers over the age of twenty-five. But the real
point at issue was about control during the period of
training. According to the employers it was their capital
investment which justified their direct control:

"We employers must have some control in our own
workshops, and we cannot employ apprentices simply
for the benefit of the men."3'

From the position of the workers the president of the union,
John Wood, posed the question,

"Who should have control of apprentices but the father
who has had the expense of education, of feeding and
clothing hime...if not, the man who sits by his side
and teaches him his trades.sthis is the proper
relation which we wish to encourage in order to
maintain the reputation of our trade."39»

The dispute ended with a concession made by the unions
to the masters' demands on apprenticeships in return for
wage increases and the establishment of an arbitration
board for the trade.uo In spite of this defeat, Hobson
kept the apprenticeship question alive in relation to the
condition of the 'light' trades as a whole. He used his
position as editor of the journal of the British Metal

Workers Federation, The Metal Worker to raise the issue

frequently. He wrote a series of articles beginning in

December 1907 entitled, "How trades are taught and who

16



should teach them" in which he attacked the system of
'little mesters' so prevalent in Sheffieldéi At the same time
he continued to express the view that the harmony of
interests between employers and workers ceould best be
encouraged and reaffirmed through structures designed for
conciliation during disputes. These same structures would
prevent disputes stopping production and this again was in
the joint interests of employers and employees,uz
The condition of industrial relations in the file trade
in Sheffield at this time illustrates something of the
position of the light trades as a whole. The file trade
which consisted of forgers, cutters and grinders employed
6,200 workers in 41891. Twenty years later the number employed
had fallen to L,L,85O.b’3 Traditionally women and girls worked
as hand file cutters in spite of frequent attempts by the
unions to prevent this.uu In 1900 there were among the 2,300
hand file cutters 1,250 men, 200 boys and 600 women employed
in workshbps with an additionélly registered 250 women

L5

working at home.
A union existed for file workers as early as 178&.”6

This was a highly skilled occupation carried out in dangerous

conditions and throughout the ninetéenth century the unions

o% file workers were able to effect strong organisation.

The persistence of female and other non-apprenticed labour

was combatted unsuccessfully by the unions who saw it as

a threat to their livelihood. In 418L7 the file smiths'

society tried to eject the 200 women already working in the

trade stating that "any member who permitted his wife or

)
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daughter to work or assisted such women with their tools
should he fined £3*n4” However the right to work was
conceded to widows and orphans® The rule proved impossible
to enforce and was ultimately altered to allow women to
work at specific processes, for instance on smaller files,
In this way organised workers were able to maintain their
position of strength in demanding prices for their work.

The unions in the file trade fought long and hard
against the threat of mechanisation and proletarianisation
of their work. Machines for file cutting and forging were
invented as early as the 1850s and those capable of
producing high quality finished goods were available in the
early 1860s. In 186h> Samuel Osborne was the first manu-
facturer in Sheffield to introduce file cutting machinery
into his works in spite of much opposition from the
workers in his employ. This innovation was made under the
pretext of improved health in the workforce and philanthropic
concern, »~ Thomas Turton followed suit in 1863 arousing
strong opposition from the file smiths and file grinders unions
which culminated in a major dispute in 1866* The unions were
defeated after sixteen weeks in what had become a crucial
test case of local union strength. During the next decade
the unions managed to exploit good trade conditions in
ensuring that only skilled craft workers were employed on
any machine work*50 However the 1880s proved to be a
critical decade in the injection of increased capital
investment which was possible after a period of stability in

the trade. A strike fought in 1883 over price reductions
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very much weakened the unions and in the following years
the employers forged ahead with the implimentation of mach-
ine work. In 1886 the Sheffield Daily Telegraph commented:

"Whereas three or four years ago only a small
proportion of local file manufacturers employed mech-
anical means, at the present time probably the

majority of them use machinery to a greater or

lesser extentaj.'*

Prom this time the hand file cutting union was in steady
decline. Prom a relatively large membership in 1890 it
had dropped to include only 110, including a few women, in
1913 when it was noted that

"machinery at last dominates the trade and is

responsible for the bulk of the out-put..."

and their were but "a few hand-forgers to be found" 52
The political perspective of unions such as the file trade

was directly related to their defeat over the machine question

and related struggle over apprenticeship. In 189U> when the

very first Labour Day demonstration took place in Sheffield

the file forgers union decided not to take part. In spite

of fairly good trade conditions they decided not to support

financially the newly formed sheep-shear makersSco—operative.’”53

An exceptional political position was taken by the

110 members of the file hardeners union. They resolved

in 1897 to support the locked out engineers with a cont-

ribution of £2 per week as a gesture of soliolarity.'5U

They were among the first of the unions among the ’‘light’

trades to join the Sheffield Labour Representation Committee

in 19032 "to further the Labour cause in Parliament.]]_.55

An important factor in the development of the politics of

trade unionism in the ’lightl trades was the character of
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leadership. The hand-file cutters were led throughout

the period under study by Stuart Uttley, a leading Lib-Lab
figure on the executive of the Sheffield Federated Trades
56

Councile. A separate machine file cutters'union was
established in 1897, thus acknowledging the inroads
of machine production in the trades. This organisation also
accepted women's membership. Altogether at the turn of the
century there were five separate organisations of‘workers
in the local file trade, all weak and dispirited.’’ Their
efforts to find renewed strength and purpose in ﬁoves towards
federation and amalgamation are examined 'below.58
At the beginning of the first world war the trade union
movement as a whole surrendered its traditional rights of
protection under the Defence of the Realm Act;59 This
presented employers in all industrial sectors with an
opportunity to break down restrictive practices and forge
ahead with the mechanisation of work processes. In the
Sheffield 'light' trades an unprecedented boom in trade
for the duration of the war led to considerable alterations
in the system of production including dilution, the exten-
sion of piece work and introduction of child and female
labour. The crisis of war also presented an opportunity
for employers to develop their rhetoric on the state
of the workld market and the relative stagnation of local
labour processes and industrial rélationé. This was
discussed in terms of anticipated re-capturing of lost

overseas markets in a climate of post-war reconstruction.

It is noted below that the move towards mechanisation in
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the 'light' trades was viewed by employers very much as a

local prdblem.GO During the war years various attacks

were made on trade union restrictive practices and were

presented in the local newspapers in the context of a discuss-

ion on the state of the local cutlery industrye. 61
The boost to local trade during the war came in the

main from government contracts as workshops were turned

over to the production of army supplies. These were army

knives, pen and pocket knives small tools and files.62

By 1915 there was reported to be very little unemploy-

ment in the city's 'light' metal sector and moreover,

there was "very little antipathy to the use of machinery! 63

Later in the same month the shortage of labour led

the local education committee to allow the release of boys

over the age of thirteen from schools in order to be able

to work on machines in the cutlery trades. Some trade union

resistance to this was registered very much in the same

terms as the attack on apprenticeship had been defended -

in terms of the long~term interests of the trades‘.&L
The prevailing attitude, however, seems to heve been one

of compliance with employers' demands in the hope of

prolonged boom conditions after the end of the war. In

November 1916, an agreement was reached with the Spring Knife

Grinders Union over the introduction of women workers on

to machine work. This move had been strongly resisted

by the union before the war as an integral part of the

defence of apprenticeship control.65 In effect, the

employers were not slow to recognise that the agreement was

‘epoch breaking" in importance, considering that it
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“clears the way for the general introduction of machinery
for the production of pen andeQlet knives."66 The intro-
duction of women workers on piece rates in the cutlery trades
during the war did not have the effect of transforming a
conservative craft-consciousness into a socialist perspective
as it will be seen was the case in the heavy sector. The
unions were in a weak position before the war and their
leadership was traditionally tied to the conciliatory tactic
of Lib-Lgbism. Perhaps more important than these factors
was the relativé lack of rank and file disaffection from
official leadership. On the contrary, anti-officialism was
almost non-existant in the 'light' trade unions whose
secretaries were in the main local residents. 67
At the first meeting of the Sheffield Cutlery Trades
Technical Society, held in October 1959, the assembled
employers discussed "The Future of the Cutlery Trade". At
the meeting the pre-war restrictive practices of labour,
and e¢specially apprenticeship control, were central to their
deliberations. The worker was

"appealed to, to give up some of his freedom in carry-

ing on his trade, so as to allow for the introduction

of more regular and shorter hours." 68

This was the bait held out to the unions in order to secure
a re-arrangement of working conditions more conducive to
managerial control. Current "defects'" in the system of
production already operating were,

"the multiplicity of makers, resulting in the
duplication of work and loss in efficiency and cost."

Suggested remedies included,

"a co-operative up-to-date factory equipped with
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special machinery for dealing with general cutlery
products ... the abolition of out-working and the
complete control of the process by the manufacturer
himself."69\

¥inally, the system whereby the workers owned their own
tools was deplored as archaic and altogether'fatal to the
installation of modern machinery" in the cutlery trades. Only
"a few skilled hands" would be required to continue the produc-
tion of high quality goods. This would be entirely at the
discretion of the employers.7o The confidence with which the
employers were gble to impliment ﬁhese changes during the war
years rested on a record of industrial relations in the
previous decade which saw the unions very much on the defensive
in their political perspective. It was also due to the fact that
alterations were carried out at the local level, by-passing to

a large extent statutory industrial legislatione

i(b) The 'Heavy' Trades

The two groups of workers who were consistantly involved
in struggles with the employers over the guestion of work control

I In both steel-making

were the engineers and foundry workers.
and engineering, technological innovation was fast making the
skilled craft worker something of an anachronism. This was
made clear to members.of the Amalgamated Society of Engineers,
(A.S.E.) in the national lock-out of 1897; a dispute which

was fought principally over the qﬁestion of apprenticeship

and the working of machines. The moulders were involved in

23



a series of disputes in the city before the war and again

’in 1919. However, unlike the engineers, the moulders did

not experience the effects of dilution during the war years.72
The possibility of the introduction of pied¢: work on

skilled engineering and foundry operations was anathema

to trade unionists whose status and standard of living

was tied economically and socially to the datal system of

reward.73 Non-union labour was a particular problem in

Sheffield where some firms were able to employ only non-

union labour on slotting machines and on lathes. The

trend was increasing. h When questioned on the matter,

T.E.Vickers, managing director at River Don Works illustrated

the point well. during the national lock-out of 1897%

"Intelligent men can be taught to work planing
machines or to do rough turning work at a lathe in

about a fortnight."75

Skilled members of the A.S,E. asserted their superiority

over labourers in the struggle to operste the machines at

the rate of pay of a craft worker even to the point of
threatening strike action. T.E.Vickers accounted for this saying;

"If a machine is started which does not reqguire
skilled labour and the union requires its members
to insist on what they call a skilled man being put
on the mach®ne...in times of good trade, a threat to
call all the men out in case of non-compliance
with their d$gands is very difficult for the master
1

to resist.
The Engineering Employers Federation, which was formed
nationally shortly before the beginning of the dispute,

considered well during the six months long lock-out some
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of the benefits to be accrued in weakening if not ,totally
destroying the restrictive practices of the unionse
It was noted that,

"Dufing the past three months the emplyers have
had the opportunity of ascertaining some of the effects
of interference. In many cases from 20% to 50% more
work of equal quality has been prdduced from
machines by comparatively inexperienced hands compared
with that by men who previously worked the machines.“76

If such a statement were entirely accurate, and in the
context of the dispute this seems fairly unlikely, it would
point to a certain amount of Ca'canny among the skilled
engineers who worked the machines in normal conditions of
employment. The "misuée" of trade unionism was the main
reason for T.E.Vickers to join the lock-out which, he
thought was representative of the feeling of the Employers'
Federation as a wholesl

"There was so much interference on the part of the unions
with the working of machines, so many attempts to

curtail the amount of work done that we felt sooner
or later there must be a strong resistance on

the part of the masters."’’

Through the experience of the dispute, when imported
non-union labour ensured the continuation of some production
in the factories, the Sheffield A.S.E. membership came to
realise to what extent their claims to skilled status were
outdated. It has been suggested that "the main factor
in the creation of the Labour Representation Committee in
1900 was the decisive defeat of the A.S.E. in their lock-
out of 1897, which destroyed the confidence of the
unions in their industrial strength."78 In Sheffield,

the experience of the vital support of non-unionists in the city
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encouraged the Sheffield Federated Trades Council to
call for a federated orgahisation of all workersvin the
city. The Annual Report of the Council declared;

"The Cepitalists have learned well the lesson
of combination, and it will be well for labour to
also learn wisdom by experiencee... it is evident
that in future, if Labour is to be successful in
maintaining its position, fully 90% must be
financial members of their respective unions. The
whole of the unions must be federated."79

The A.S.E. although aware of the serious nature of
the defeat on the question of machine operation, and
weskened financially by the lengthy dispute, still retained
the craft basis of its membership. Indeed, the Sheffield
branches worked towards the further separation of its organis-
ation from other groups of workers in the city. This was
achieved not only in terms of wage rates, but socially
and culturally. A Mutual Improvement Society was formed by
the local branches in 1904 to fund the setting up of an
Engineers institute. Heeley branch A.S.E. commenting in
1908 on the impact of new technology on the strategy of
engineering trade uniorjism suggested:

"Methods we adopted a few years ago to get and maintain

our rights as workmen, are no longer of any real

value, but better and less expensive methods may

be adopted to gain our rights and standing as

men and citizens. «.. Strikes are a clumsy and

cruel weapon which too often hurts the worker

most. Members, let us educate ourselves on the

better methods of gaining our goalsﬂao

This response can be understood in terms of a Labour-~
Socialist political strategy which relied on a working class

representation elected on to public bodies as the best
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means of superseding Capitalism. Unlike the Lib-Lab
perspective which saw the better understanding between Labour
and Capital as one means of solving the apprenticeship
question, the approach of the engineers was to emphasise its
sectionalism combined with a strategy of effecting official
working class mediation oh public bodies. Prom the Socialist-
Syndicalist perspective, both approaches were foolish.

"The Futility of Craft Unionism" was outlined by Frank Healey
of Sheffield Socialist Labour Party, in 1906:

"Craftsmanship is the basis of the union, while
Capitalism abolishes the craftee.modern industrialism
is founded on the division and sub-division of labour,
and is fast reducing the craftsman to a mere one
process man only. The apprentice is, or soon will

be unknown, except as being another name for young and

therefore cheap labour."81

The struggle against the introduction of piece work in
the engineering trades and against union control over the
number of apprentices entering the trade,continued until
the out break of the first world war. Then, the already
close relationship established between state and local
employers was carried a stage further.82 During the war
this struggle developed into a more militant phase
which focusad on dilution into the trade. Piece work
rates were subject to bonuses which out-stripped the
relative position of the skilled engineers on datal pay.
The un-skilled and semi-skilled workers were well organised
and were as such able to improve their position considerably

relative to their pre-war situation.83. however, while
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the conservative craft-conscious téndencies of the

engineers in Sheffield helped to create important‘advances
in the politics and structure of industrial organisation,
J«.Te.Murphy was one of the first to point out the limitations
of the Amalgamation movement. He declared in September 1919,
when the return to peace time conditions threatened to
destroy the advances made:

"Craft prejudice has been responsible for a great
deal of the weakness that exists in the working class
movement. Is it now to be organised for open conflict
on a grand scale? The workers in industry are not
divided in this way. Every workshop and factory,
every department of industry, has within it all
degrees of labour which can be organised in social groups
for productive and distributive purposes. Why then
allow this artificial division to be any longer

8L

maintained %"

ii Trade Union Organisation and Strategy

(a) The 'Light' Trades

It is the purpose of this section to examine some of the
consequences in terms of political perspective for trade unions
in the Sheffield 'light' trades, of the challenge posed by
changes in industrial relations. It will be argued that
the work process, the tradition of organisation and leader-
ship combined with a relatively weak position in industrial
relations, all contributed towards a political orientation
towards Lib-Labisme

The apparent weakness of the sectional organisation of the
'light' trades encouraged a move towards ideas of federation

and amalgamation. These ideas were of current interest
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across the whole trade union movement, but in certain
trades and industries found a particular form with a
specific political character. In the Sheffield 'light' trades
moves towards federation were guided by a Lib-Lab leader-— .
ship whose political perspective rejected any notion of
class antagonism and embraced an ideology of the mutual
interests of Labour and Capital. ©Such a perspective
dominated debate and activity despite attempts made by

a section of the trade union movement to introduce ideas
of federation based on a Labour-Socizlist political
perspective.

The local character of industrial relations was maintained
throughout the construction of negotiating bodies and
proceédres; This had important repercussions in terms of
the politics of trade unioﬁism in the 'light' trades.

The practice of negotiation under a changed system of
organisation was merely a re-alignment of traditional

forms of industrial relations. Unlike workers in industries.
where conciliation schemes were set up and operated on a national
scale, workers in the 'light' trades experienced the

results of conciliation procedures very much in local

terms. Thus much of what was crucial for employers in
confronting trade union resistance to mechanisation and

to new forms of management, that is a political alliance

with a poliﬁical leadership entirely local in character,

was maintained.
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The first trade associations in Sheffield emerged from
the period of illegality and underground activity at the
end of the Napoleonic wars. They were a mixture of benefit
and trade protection societies based on the crafts of the
staple cutlery and small tool trades. The increased div-
ision of labour in the nineteenth century led to a sectional
unionism with societies: for hafters, grinders and'finishers
becoming the norm.85This sectionalism was by the end of the
nineteenth century .considered the scourge of organisation
in the 'light' trades.86 Sectional organisation was effect-
ive as long as it was enforced by workers often by means
such as confiscating non-unionists tools, and while
piece work and hand work predominated. However many
thousands of out-workers in Sheffield were left unorganised
by the system. With the gradual mechanisation of the
trades the basis of sectionalism and the means by which
it was organised was undermined.87
The problem of sectionalism in the 'light' trades as it
was perceived by union organisers around the turn of the
century was outlined by the Spring Knife Amalgamation in
1914 : ynions in the 'light' trades

"were unable to demand improved conditions for
their members, because of their numerical and
financial weakness...men engaged in the industry
did not support their unions because they felt
that the unions could not give them any assistance
.eethe unions were in a state of bankruptcy...the
whole outlook of the trade was deplorable, and the condit-
ion of those engaged in the industry drifted from
bad to worse."88
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In 1910 there were thirty-one trade societies in
Sheffield in which-only L4L,667 workers were organised.
Of the estimated 9,000 women working in the trades only
a handful were organised.89 Some unions were severely
weakened by the implimentation of mechanisation at the
end of the nineteenth century. The Hand File Cutters
were 1,632 members strong in 1896 but by 1940 were only

90

110 . In the 'light' trades as a whole, organised

workers probably represented well under half of the total
work force at the turn of the century.91
The nature of the work process, and in particular its
small scale and low .capital intensity had led in periods of
poor trade to the multiplication of 'little mesters', or
workers seeking and securing work contracts independently

92 This 'independence' of the

of union and employer control.
Sheffield craftsman was considered by unionists and
employers alike as the primary inhibiting factor in union
strength. At a time of rapid mechanisation this 'independence'’
was a source of comfort to the employers for this reason.93
Apart from the 'little mesters' who worked when able in their
own right, many firms employed out-workers or home—workers.9u‘
The uncertain nature of the market meant that under-employment
was a constant feature of the trades. Home-work, therefore,
often undertaken by women and children, was a necessary
component of the family income in many cases.95 However,
both employers and trade unionists conformed to and perpetuated

the dominant ideology of the male 'bread-winner'; on the
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one hand exploiting cheap labour, and on the bther, failing
to recognise it as a problem of organisation.96

In spite of their decline in strength and numbers, the
unions in the 'light' trades did enter into disputes with
the employers in search of improved conditions and prices
in this period, with varying degrees of success.97
The main areas of struggle were mechanisation, the apprentice

98 The following section will examine

guestion and prices.
the response of the trade unions in the 'light' trades in
terms of organisational and political strategy.

It has been noted above that trade union leaders in the
'light' trades were concerned primarily with pointing out
the need for increased apprenticeship training and attention
to quality. However, it was becoming increasingly clear
that members' skill counted for less than sheer numerical
strength when confronted with an organised federation of
employers. This recognition strengthened a move towards
ideas of federation at this time.

Attempts to form federations of workers in related
trades were made at the end of the nineteenth century but
were generally short lived. Much of their failure was due to
a reluctance to relinguish union autonomy.99 An edge tool
amalgamation was formed in 1890, and a federation of workers in
the razor trade in the following year.

In the file trade, moves to co-ordinate union strategy
were registered intermitiently from the 41890's until the
first world war. The secretary of the handfile cutters'

union, Stuart Uttley, tried to create a file trade federation
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in 1898. This attempt was continued in 1907 by A.L.lMorton

whose scheme was proposed through the pages of the Independent

Labour Party paper, The Sheffield Guardian.1o1

This scheme

was aimed to destroy the "wretched and arrant snobbery! which
persisted in sections of the trade, particularly among the
better paid grinders. It prescribed a far-sighted reorganisation
of membership and control of the sectional societies. The

new organisation was to be called the Amalgamated Society of
File Workers and its objects were, "to protect the interests

of the male and female workers inyall branches of the file trade
and promote fair conditions of labour." Membership would be

open to all workers and the executive was to consist of two
representatives from each of the main branches of the trade.
Where women were working in large numbers, in the hand-file
cutting section, for example, they were to be represented on‘the
executive council, with two representatives. It is clear,

in terms of organisation, the scheme broke new grounds.

It acknowledged not only the need to overcome sectional
organisation, but also to break down the barriers existing
between the skilled, the un~skilled and the sexes.

In political terms, this indicated a strategy based on

a perspective which differentiated itself from the Lib-Labism
which characterised earlier proposals. The organisation

would be committed to,

"the furtherence of direct labour representation
on all governing bodies and in parliament by affiliation

to the Labour Representation Committee."102 It was, therefore

33



firmly wedded to the Labour-Socialist tactic. The scheme

failed to attract much support October 19415, when war-—time

conditions encouraged further efforits at amalgamation and the

Sheffield Amalgamated Union of File Trades was formed.1o3
Before the war, the most 'successful' schemes, in

terms of their operation, were those sponsored and directed

by leading Lib-Lab spokesmen whose politics and ideology

was identified with the concept of close, harmonious relations

with the representatives of capital. One such scheme was

The Cutlery Council; a body formed in 41907 designed to act

as a negotiatory and advisory council to prevent disputes and

deal with them if they occured.1ou The Sheffield Guardian,

the organ of the local Independent Labour Party, chastised
the Council early in 41907 as a '"sub-committee: of the TULIP

n 105 It went on

gang to assist in packing the S.F.T.C.
to call for a United Cutléry Union, to act in the workers
interests, rather than a body designed to cover up the
antagonism between Labour and Capital.

Although the Cutlery Council was not an industrial union
in the sense that the commentators from the I.L.P. required
it did acknowledge the need to work towards federation
in the local 'light' trades. It advised several unions in
their negotiations with the National Amalgamated Union of
Labour in the period just before the outbreak of war.

The N.A.U.L. was led in Sheffield by Lib-Lab, A.J.Bailey.106
Although other unions existed in Sheffield, who were

prepared to organise workers from across the industrial sectors

and of varying levels of skill, the political orientation
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of the N.A.U.L. was such as to compare closely to that of
the sectional 'light' trade societies.

The first of the craft societies to amalgamate .with the
N.A.U.L. was the Table and Butcher Blade Grinders, in 1913.
The society, with a membership of 250, was organised on trad-.
itionally sectional lines. The bulk of the tréde were 'tool-
owners', that is skilled craftsmen who paid rent for their
work space and were paid by the piece. However, there were
an increasing number of 'datal men' working in the trade
who were paid by the hour. These accounted for two-thirds of
the total membership in 1913, and the system of datal pay
and team work was becoming increasingly common owing to‘
the more definite division of labour operating in the trade.
The leaders of the union recognised that their strength |
could no longer rely solely on apprenticeship restrictions
based on skilled work, and an attempt to organise the datal
men into the union paralleled the move towards amalgamation
of the whole trade. From 1907 onwards, the society's
minute books record repeated efforts to introduce datal men
into the union. The difficulties associated with different
methods of remuneration were recognised and it was suggested
that rather than maintain the prevailing system of hourly pay

1
the datal men could finé common cause with the 'tool-owners

by means of a percentage price 1ist.107
The amalgamation of the Table Blade Grinders with the NAUL
came as the result of a lengthy battle to win union recog-

nition and a revised price list from the organised employers.
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With the increased incidence of government work, the society

108

was seeking a standard rate An agreement on a 5%,

increase was achieved early in 1911 but was soon followed
by employers' attempts to increase wheel rents.1o9
The Cutlery Council intervened in order to bring about an
agreement while in view of good trade, the union and datal
men decided to press for a 10% advance. This action
culminated invSeptember 1913 in a mass meeting of workers in
the trade who, on hearing of the employers' rejection of
the revised price list, were encouraged to strike. A
crucial pledge of support was given by the datal men who
decided to '"stand by the %tool-owners' in their demand...
and abstain from working for any 'tool-owner who doesn't

w109 4 7.Bailey of the N.A.U.L.

demand the 1913 list of prices.
addressed the meeting, spelling out the benefits of unity
noting the advances in terms of wages and conditions made
by the un-skilled in the 'light' trades over the previous

year.11o The meeting resolved unanimously that the

- workers in the trade should join the N.A.U.L. and that the

unims should amalgamate, retaining full identity and management

11 At the end of January 191k, the new price

of affairs.
list was recognised by the employers and the strike ended.
The society again pledged itself to organise all unskilled
workers in the trade into the union, and in February 1914
a shop steward was appdinted at Soho Wheel. Membership
stood at 800 in 1914112
Other branches of the 'light' trades which amalgamated with

the N, A.U.L.s before the war were the Pen and Pocket Knife
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Grinders and Cutlers; a trade worked by. increasing numbers
of datal workers; the Scissor Forgers and Scissor VWork Board
Hands. These last two societies were also subject to
increased division of la'bour.113 During the war, these were
Joined by the Haft and Scale Pressers Union. By the end of
the war, the Cutlery Workers' Amalgamation of the N.A.U.L.
included twenty-two local trades and sections. Thisc
incorporated mathine and hand workers and all sections of
women workers,11u
In the silver and related trades Charles Hobson, himself
a Brittania metal worker, encouraged'the formation of an
amalgamation based on the three principal manufacturing
districts in the trade: Sheffield, Birmingham and London.' 2
In Sheffield, a federation already established between
societies of silversmiths, Brittania metal workers, the
British Spoa and Fork trade, amalgamated with similar
federations in London and Birmingham,in'1909. The agreement
carried with it a pledge of mutual support and co-operation
in the event of a strike or lock-out. Finally, in 1911, the

Amalgamated Society of Gold, Silver and Kindred Trades

was formed, incorporating these formerly sectional societiese
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ii(b) The 'Heavy' Trades

The trade unions organising workers in the 'heavy'industrial
sector during this period were the Amalgamated Society of
Engineers, the various steel makers'unions,general workers
unions and organisations of women workers., The A.S.E was
on the whole the most consistantly successful., Local
membership increased steadily from the general boom in
trade unionism in the late 1880's and 1890's. The steel-making
unions fluctuated rather more in membership and strength.

The general workers and labourers unions organised a large
proportion of unskilled and semi-skilled workers particulérly

116 The women

as compared with other industrial districts.

workers' unions made headway in the city only from about41910

on a rising tide of labour and socialist political and indust-

rial activity, but thereafter grew considerabl& in membership.
Workers in the 'heavy' trades were at this time subject

to the ¢hallenge of technological and managerial innovation

and market fluctuation. As has been seen, this was a common

characteristic right across the industrial sectors. The

organised response of trade union strategy in the 'heavy'

trades contained in it elements common to the movement as a

whole, including moves towards amalgamation and federation,

and political representation. However, the political perspect-

ive through which these moves were made was particular to

the 'heavy' trades, the work processes involved, tradition

of leadership and experience of conciliation schemes.
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It has been argued that a combination of factors influenced
the political perspective which predominated in the 'light'’
trades. Similarly, it will be suggested that a combination
factors, perceived differently, contributed towards a
predominantly Labour-Socialist approach in the 'heavy'
trades. This was expressed as an understanding of the
essentially opposed interests of Labour and Capital

which might be reconciled through the increased role of
Labour by means of representation on political and
industrial bodies. |

From a different political perspective, some workers
in the 'heavy' trades drew lessons from the experience of the
Labour-Socialist tactice. The key areas of disillusionment were
élosely related. One was the nature of official leadership
and representation; the performance of official leadership
was increasingly criticised, especially in the context of
trade union buregucracy and conciliation. Negotiations
were carried out at a national level increasingly, although
a strong loca;_bureaucracy was maintained. The experience
of official leadership and failure of conciliation schemes
combined with other factors such as a charismatic socialist
local leadership was, in the crisis of war forgéd into
a militantly Socialist~8Syndicalist political response.

The local membership of the Amalgamated Society of
Engineers was, at its foundation in 1851, composed of just
50 membersi '’ At this time the local 'heavy' industry
employed about one-quarter of the total number engaged in
the 'light' trades. In contrast to conditions in the

steel making sector, the engineers enforced uniform wage
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levels based on their strict apprenticeshipvruﬂes. The
three local branches established in the 4870's experienced
for the first time conflict with the employers over wage
levels and hours of work. By the 1890's, now with over 1,000
members and four branches in the city, in a strong financial
condition and politically ambitious national leadership, the
engineers were among the best organised group of workers in

Shefrie1lg.’18

Trade was good, employment high; only four
A.S.E. members of Attercliffe branch were registered out of
work in January 41896. The mood in the union was to demand
increased wage level and improvements in conditions of wOrk119
Anxious to consolidate the strength of the union, newly

elected president, George Barnes declared in January 1897:

"the time at our disposal...in the present spell of
comparative prosperity should be utilised in discussing
ways and means of minimising the ill effects of the
of the next industrial depression and in getting

down to the root causes of that social mal-adjustment

of which unemployment is but a symptom."120

The outcome was the protracted engineering lock=-out
which lasted for six months in 1897 and was fought primarily
over the vexed question of the operation of machines and
the eight hour day. While in Sheffield several thouéand
men were locked-out by the organised employers, onky 10%
of these were engineers. The rest were employed in the
closely related steel industry. Non-union engineers
represented only 10% of local engineers, but nearly all

of these Withdrew their labour at the commencement of
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the lock-out. This directly effected 951 engineers including
L79 A.S.E. members, 67 Steam Engine Makers, 4110 United
Machine Workers and 312 non-society men. The number Qf
labourers affected was thought to be not less than 500.121

The dispute illustrated graphically the integrated nature
of Sheffield's 'heavy' industry and its labour force. The
press commented;

"intimation has been given to several thousand
labourers, enginemen and steel smelters to the effect
that their service will not be required again
until the trouble is at an end...it is estimated
that unemployment in Attercliffe and Brightside will
reach 20,000 or 30,000 in two weeks.'122

The engineers' labourers were at this time amongst the
least well organised group of workers in the ciy and were
largely uninsured against unemployment. The importance of
non-unionist support was considered to be crucial to the out
come of the dispute from both the employers' and employees'
point of view. This was due to the central issue of the
lock-out; the question of manning machines.

The experience of the dispute, from the view-point of the
non-society men, taught well the lesson of organisatione.
Throughout the duration of the lock-out noh—society
workers were maintained out of A.S.E. strike funds. Each
union branch was responsible for financial support of its
own membefship and non-society men collected their weekly
allowance from the strike headquarters at the Temperence Hall.
Less formal means were employed to raise funds for the

labourers. There were collections outside of works, in
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public houses, concerts and sales were held and 5,000

people watched a fancy dress: cycle parade organised for

the raising of 'funds.123 All this helped to stimulate

in the minds of the non-unionists something of the benefits

of industrial solidarity. This .impact was expressed

at a meeting of the Sheffield Federated Trades Council in
September 1897. John Atkin, a non-society engineer confessed}

- "the lock-out had opened his eyes on the guestion
of trade unionism (applause). And he now thought

he ought to have been a society man years ago.

Others felt like him and he believed they would become

stronger and more enthusiastic as trade unionists

than ever they had been as non-society men.")IQLL

It was widely felt among trade unionists that the dispute
was doing a great service in encouraging trade unionism in
Sheffield. Applications for membership of the Allied Societies
were said to be flooding in. Branch meetings were said to be
crowded out every night, especially with new recruits. The
Afmnmual Beport of the Yorkshire Federated Trades Council, %_g///
published in September 1897, noted the general increase in
membership particularly among the un-skilled during the
year and went on to draw especial attention to the impact
of the lock-out on local recruitment}

"dozens of men in various trades are reported to
be joining their union, clubnight after clubnight."125

Fred Maddison) 20

Lib-Lab M.P. for Brightside noted that
employers had raised a spirit in favour of trade unionism
which they would regret in future. The dispute, and its
effects on trade unionism in the 'heavy' trades, was of

great importance .127
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The lock-~out ended in January 41898 with the capitulation
of the London branches.of‘thevA.S.E. over the question of hours.
This represented a total defeat for the A.S.E. nationally
whose membership showed little sympathy with the direction of
the official leadership. In Sheffield, the strength of unity
was remarkable. The first ballot on the employers' proposals
recorded 1,695 votes against and only three for acceptance.
On the separate issue of hours, those accepting the offer of
a 51 hour week numbered L427: those against 1,10&.128
The final agreement was based on the establishment of
"Provisions for Avoiding Disputes" which was designed to
ensure that future disagreements would be brought to the
attention of a conciliation board comprising representatives
from Labour and Capital. Collective bargaining across the
engineering and allied trades was fixed as the legitimate
mode of industrial relations for the following decades.
The use of this system, and particularly its failure to
meet the demands of rank and file membership, had important
consequences in the politics of trade unionism in the 'heavy'
trades as it developed in the years leading up to and during
the first world war.

There were 100,000 workers organised nationélly in the
A.S.E. in 1906. In Sheffield, at this time, the local
branches celebrated their 2,000 membership with a demonstr-

129 In spite of the national control over the

ation and tea.
settlement of disputes, established in the terms of settlement
after 41898, local branch autonomy persisted. ILocal discontent

encouraged union initiatives to improve pay and conditions.
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The A.S.E. worked with the Sheffield I.L.P. in a campaign
against medical inspection as a condition of employment in

the East End. -0

This was a levelling campaign as labourers
and skilled workers were subject to the same rule. The
issue was linked to the attempts of the employers to
defeat the craft basis of local unionism by employing cheaper,
less experienced boy and female labour. The campaign helped
to inspire the formation of the Sheffield District Engineering
Trades Permanent Board in 1906.131
This organisation of local engineering and allied trades
was one of the first stages of the amalgamation movément from
which the later shop stewards movement emerged.132 In
1907 the Board consisted of local branches of the A.S.E,
Patternmakers,Smiths and Strikers, Boilermakers, Steam Engine
Makers and General Labourers. The inclusion of the labourers
was significant in view of the strong craft basis of unionism
in the trades. For the moment, the inclusion of the organised
lsbourers presented them with a grim prospect in any dispute
in the engineering and related steel industry. VVhen a. wages
movement began in February 1907, spearheaded by this alliance,
there was fear among local employers of a general close down

133

of the ‘'heavy' industrial sector. The Engineering

Employers Federation refused to recognise the Board and
were determined to negotiate with each union separately.13LL
Under the terms laid down by the settlement of 1897 no
stoppage of work could occur while a wages question was
under negotiation. However where a stoppage occured, the

employers were able to negotiate with groups of workers who

were not involved in the Joint Board, thus undermining
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its credibility. At Hadfields, a firm which was not included

in the Employers' organisation, the United Patternmakers

formed their own agreement with the management, gaining a two

shillings advance in April 41907. This isolated agreement

encouraged the Patternmakers in other firms to strike. Good

trading conditions and high employment was encouraging a general

movement to improve wages across the industrial sector. While

the allied engineering trades secured an advance in the summer,

the rest of the patternmakers who remained outside of the alliance

rroved insufficient in strength faced with the organised

employers. The defeat of the patternmakers after four months

provoked a row between the United Patternmakers Union and the |

A.S.E. among whose members workers completed patternmaking workg?é'
This dispute underlined the necessity of federation. The

patternmakers miscalculated on the ability of the employers

to purchase non-union labour from outside the district. The

agreement made at Hadfield's proved to be a false indicator

of the possibility of a general advance. As the Sheffield

Guardian pointed out, Hadfields, although not a member of

the Engineering Employers Federation, secured all the

benefits of the Federation. 2° The A.S.E. was chastised

for showing insufficient solidarity ﬁith the patternmakerse

The problem of sectional organisation was summed up by one

A.S.E. member who said, at the conclusion of the dispute:

"No patternmaker belonging to the A.S.E. could
walk along the street without being called a 'black-
leg'..s.of fenders in thisrespect were not the rank”
and file of the United Patternmakers but the hot-
brained leaders...who have led their members into a hole

n137
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The confident claim made by the patternmakers before the
dispute regarding the viability of isolated agreements in
the local trades was undermined. Once more, the employers
in their imposition of the terms of the settlement, while
maintaining sufficient flexibility to conduct internal
negotiations in their own firms, succeeded in reducing the
area upon which rank and file activity might take place and
achieved a major victorye.

The United Patternmakers' Union was severely weakened and
the secretary of the Sheffield branch called for a national
procedure of negotiation which would be managed by the
executive of the union who, he believed, were "better able to
form a clear and independent judgment than the actual ‘

participants."138

Support for industrial and political
representation at a national level was given a boost by
the experience of the dispute. It is perhaps significant
that it was a local member of the Patternmakers' Union,
Joseph Pointer who in 1909 became elected as the first Labour
M.P. for a Sheffield constituency. 7

A severe depression in trade and much local unemployment
in the engineering trades followed the 1907 agreements. On
this basis, the employers, in 1909, proposed a reduction of one
shilling a week datal, and 24% on piece rates in the
engineering trades. Negotiations with the Joint Board led to
an agreement designed to survive whatever trade fluctuation
oceured during the following five years. Existing wages were
to remain static for that period. This effectively

nullified rank and file activity in these years.1uo
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After five years, the leaders of the amalgamation
movement in Sheffield were keen to resist any further denial
of local interest and initiative by the official union
executives, Increasing rank and file distrust and disillusion-
ment with official personalities and procedures had been
expressed throughout the country since the 41907 settlements.
In 1910, an A.S.E. Reform Committee was formed; an anti-official
movement which demanded an opening up of the structure of the
union to rank and file influence, some relaxation in the
craft basis of membership and the immediate resignation of the

1044

existing executive. This movement, while it failed to achieve
its immediate demands,was part of a continuous element of
Socialist-Syndicalist political theory which was emerging
from within the ranks of the organised engineering workers.

When in 1914 James T.Murphy, a Sheffield engineer, called
for a halt to the distracting processes of national
negotiations, he was drawing on a body of trade union
experience and theory closely allied to the industrial unionist
movement. He called for a rank and file revolt against

the strictures of official union policy on the grounds that$

"Agreements have done nothing in the past but bind
us down to a certain course of procedure which has
nullified any activity we were likely to display."

He went on to advise;

"Under existing circumstances agreements should be
repudiated, for by accepting them we are doing nothing
less than making a present to the enemy of whatever
power we Have... we must keep ourselves free to adopt
strong measures when required... get what you can by
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talking but do not tie yourselves up so that you
can do nothing but talk...be free ... t0o co-operate

with others, and free to fight as the occasion

demands." 142

In the context of exceedingly good trade with the armament
drive in full swing, these fighting words of Murphy's were

likely to receive enthusiastic response.

The engineering workers in Sheffield enfered the war
already embittered and discontented with their treatment
by the organised employers and their own union officials
through conciliation and arbitration schemes. On April 417th
1914 a special conference was held in London between the E.E.F.
and the A.S.E. national executive where the membership of the
union was asked to support negotiations between the two to
achieve a further long lasting agreement. In the meantime,
workers were expected to continue to support the 1907
agreement. The rank and file movement in Sheffield was led
at this time by Ted Lismer of the Steam Engine Makers Union
end British Socialist Party *JIn January 1915 Lismer expressed
the growing discontent over the constraints on political
and industrial activity that the state had enforced for the
duration of the war. He regarded official union leadership
as blameworthy in this respect. He observed that at the
request of the government,

"inadvisedly in my opinion, we gave up certain
trade rights without recompense, in order to accelerate
the output of munitions of war, and surely we have
not to be the only class to suffer because of this
European_calamity-‘in the making of which we had no

. 1
voice, and were not even consulted."” L
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Already on Clydeside, one of the first major disputes of
the war was taking.place and negotiations between employers
and trade unionists from Clydeside were carriedvout at a
special conference held in Sheffield in March 19151u5This
event, at which local trade uﬁionists attended, probably
contributed'to a more informed knowledge and interest among
local workers about the condition of industrial relations
in the country's engineering industry as a whole., Certainly
in February 1915, Ted Lismer was already encouraging local
engineering workers to demand increases of wages in line
with rempant inflation.'l®

In March 1915, the Allied Trades demanded an increase of
five shillings but eventually settled for the one shilling
offered by the employers. Significantly, at the same time,
the organised un-skilled and semi-skilled workers in Sheffield
were winning major increases.“1L7 By October 1915, the engineering
workers were Jjustifying their wage demands on the higher rates
of wages being earned by the 1ess skilled, especially on shell
work. In view of this, local branches of the A.S.E. formed the
Day Workers Committee in order to assert their specifie

148 The demand for a ten shillings increase on

grievancese
day work and a 25% increase on piece work prices was rejected
after lengthy consideration by the Board of Arbitration of the
Committee of Production in February 1916. Again, the less .~

skilled workers were gaining advances through war bonuses.1u9
The infiltration of the less skilled on to work traditionally

carried out by skilled workers increased dramatically in the

second half of 1916.150 Growing anxieties about the shortage
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of domestic labour power produced more government interference
in industry. Rumours of industrial conscription were rife.151
The scale of resistance to government interference was expressed
graphically in Sheffieid in a dispute which occured over the
conscription of one skilled engineer in November 1916.

Twelve thousand workers, probably the total membership of

152

the Sheffield engineering unions struck worke. The government
was forced to give way by the sheer solidarity of feeling
and action. The success of the organised workers relied
to a large exfent on structural changes which were being
effected within the unions realised as a result of the impact
of dilution and the necessity for shop floor vigilance against
conscription and was fudled by a developing political perspective
and critique.

The Sheffield Shop Steward Committee which organised the
November strike was led by the principal figures in
the local Socialist-Syndicalist poiitical movement at this time.
One of these, James Murphy, influenced the restructuring
of trade union rank and file politics early in 1917
when the Committee re-organised itself into the Sheffield
153

Workers' Committee, an unofficial alliance of skilled workers.

In the same year, Murphy published The Workers' Committee in

which he outlined structural changes based on shop floor
organisation which would ensure official recognition of
rank and file control.15u As one observer observed in 1919.

"The workshop is the basis of organisation instead
of the branch and the interests of the crfft is to be
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relegated to the power within the workshop, it after-

wards becomes merged in the general interests

of an industry, and finally of the whole working class."155

This was a practical working out of a Socialist-Syndicalist pol-

itical perspective which characterised a section of the
rank and file movement in the organised engineering trades
at this time. Its theoretical basis was founded in an
acceptance of the reality of class struggle, a disillusion-
ment withofficial Labour representation coloured by the
Labour-Socialist tactic, and fundamentally challenging of
the dominant ideology of work, politics and society.

One example of this theoretical breadth was expressed

by Murphy in his consideration of the relevance of the
political aml economic disadvantages of women to this

conception of industrial politics. In The Workers' Committee

he noted,

"Woman labour is usually cheap labour;
women generally are more servile than men (and they are
bad enough) ...they(women) are most difficult to
organise because of these defects, thinking less
about such matters than men. For these reasons
they are more the victims of the employing class.
The blame is not altogether theirs. We, men and women -
of today have now to pay the price of man's
economic domination over women which has existed
for centuries. Content to treat women as subjects
instead of equals, men are faced with problems not

to their liking."19°

The status and support which the Sheffield Workers'

Committee received from the rank and file was well expressed
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during the May 1917 strikes which were made in response
to government measures to abolish the trade card scheme
and to introduce dilution to private work.157.Both these
moves were provocative to skilled workers in the engineering
trades as they indicated what might become normal practice
af'ter the war - the negation of craft control and the increased .
power of managemente.

The District Committee of the A.S.E.initiated the strike
in Sheffield although the official leadership of the
union did not recognise this action and sought to dismiss

58

the Committee. However, there was considerable overlapping
in membership of the Sheffield Workers' Committee and the
District Committee and the latter were re-elected at a mass
meeting to act as the Strike Committees The government
recognised the extraordinary influence which local leaders
of the rank and file movement exerted and threatened them with
-prosecution under the Defence of the Realm Acte Two of
these, Stanley Burgess and Walt Hill were arrested on 19th May
and had their "literature seized"'?? This only served to
harden the support for the strikes in Sheffield while in
the rest of the country, there were moves back to work.
Sheffield workers returned to work only after the unconditional
release of those arrested. There remained much distrust of
the national agreement.16o

In December 41917, the Sheffield Workers' Committee was
acting closely with the Trades and Labour Council in a
protest action about the high cost of foode This reflected

a broadening of the political perpective which recognised

and sought to use the links between industrial and community
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action. President of the Trades Council, A.E.Chandler161

suggested that trade unionists should down-tools and take

the place of their wives in the food queues and requested

that the VWorkers' Committee and Joint Board of Engineering

Trades organise a demonstration against the unequal distribution

of food. A Food Vigilance Committee was set up to monitor

the need and effect of such action.162
The 127% war bonus granted to skilled workers by the

government in October 1917 cleared the way for a general move

for advances across the industrial sectors. In Sheffield,

the opportunity to transcend craft exclusiveness was

recognised by the Workers' Committee which, in close

association with local branches of the Workers' Union

spearheaded a campaign which involved strike action

among steel workers and women shell workers.163
The importance of a number of charismatic working class

intellectuals in the development of the structural and theoret-

ical reorganisation known as the Shop Stewards' Movement

cannot be over emphasised. As on Clydeside where John

Maclean encouraged popular resistance to the government's

industrial and domestic policies through the perspective

of a Socialist-Syndicalist politics, in Sheffield there was no

lack of vital understanding and communicatione. The Shop

Stewards‘Movement did not supplant official trade union machinery;

1t had no funds, for instance. It remained an organisation

of workers in industry but its political perspective drew

such intimate links between the experience of work, politics

and community, links which outside of the crisis of war it

was the purpose of the ruling ideology to fragment, that it

came closest to a revolutionary politics in this per’iod."&‘L
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The major efforts and achievements of the Steel Smelters'
Union in Sheffield focused on securing closed shops in
several of the 1argé firms. Efforts by employers to use non-
union lgbour and to destroy the union of the steel workers
were consistant. In 1889 Jessops dismissed workers for
joining the union.165 Organisation was weak and insecure
until 41905-6 when the branch was reorganised and an official
organiser was appointed in Sheffield. This produced an
increase in membérship, a political committment to Labour
representation and a markedly more militant strategy in
industrial relastions. An important dispute at . Cammells in
March 1907 succeeded in securing the job of the branch secretary
after he had been dismissed for his union activities along
with fourty others. Non-unionists supported the strike
and some joined the union during the dispute. As a result,
the firm was forced to recognise the union.166

Similar action in other firms focused on the struggle for
union recopnition. At Firths, in 1913, a twelve week dispute
was fought involving 300 members of the Steel Smelters' Union.
During the war the iron and steel trades were not in dispute
with the employers until January 1918 when a much increased
local membership fought for the government's 124% bonus.167
Amalgamations further increased union membership. By 1918
the Iron and Steel Trades Federation had within its organisat-

ion L6 branches and 8,750 members.168

54



Industrial organisation in the foundry trades, especially
among moulders, relied for its strength on resistance to
mechanisation through the protection of craft status,169
There were two local branches of the Friendly Society of
Ironfounders in which most of the apprenticed moulders were
organised. Like the engineers, the industrial strategy of
the moulders combined a craft consciousness with a commitment
to the idea of Labour representation on political and industrial
bodies. Again, like the engineers, the skilled moulders worked
alongside a large semi-skilled workforce which was a potential
threat to their industrial strength and status. As a centre
for the large scale production of steel, Sheffield attracted
a large number of semi-skilled and labourers to the foundries.
At the same time, the employers were anxious to destroy the
distinction between the different sets of workers by
the introduction of mechanisation and universal system of
pay.17o The relationship between the well organised moulders
and the poorly organised, less skilled coremakers, had an
important influence in the politics of trade unionism in the
foundries.

Disputes occured over the guestion of the use of
non-union and unskilled labour throughout this period.

In 1897, Sheffield moulders were in dispute with their own
national executive over the use of strike action as a means
of preventing employers' use on non-union labour.171

In 1906, with a pick up in trade, a strike was more was

threatened over the same issue.
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The chairman of the Engineering Employers Federation,
Bernard Firth, outlined the main cause of the 1906 dispute.
The central issue was alleged "limitation of production'.

The Ironfounders' Union was accused of fining its members for
over-production. It was in the interests of the trade
that this practice be stamped outt

"We want a certain amount of freedom which we
don't have today in the working of our foundries
esewith regard to the restrictions put upon the men

with regard to their output... and in the question

of set work or piece work."172

In response, the secretary of the local branch of the
Friendly Society of Ironfounders, John Davison, replied

that setwork was,

"the most pernicious system in existence."173
Because of the exceptionally good condition of trade, the
employers were compelled to make agrcement with their
separate workforces and a strike was averted. However,
Firth's Steel Works, a large employer of non-union labour

reserved the right

- "{o0 arrange for set work to be introduced- into

the foundry...and to employ moulders who may not

be belonging to the Friendly Society of Ironfounders."17u

Union opposition to the introduction of new technology
was not a simple case of .anti-machinery. The union leaders
in Sheffield were concerned that they support the introduction
of up-to-date methods as long as they were in control of the
application of man-power. This point was made clear -
after the publication of an article in The Times which

had suggested that Belgian steel castings could be sold in
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Sheffield 25% cheaper than Sheffield firms could produce them.
'The employers blamed this on the moulders who,

"supported by their union...would not bestir
themselves and resisted all systems of piece work

and all schemes which offered inducements to incresse

the output."175

A representative of the organised moulders declared that
the workers were in favour of the introduction of new
methods of prodﬁction and the division‘of labour. The fault
lay with the manufacturers who "have not kept pace with

the times in affording modern facilities to the men."

The key point was the control over labour in the foundriese.
The moulders' argument was that while the skilled workers
were expected to do their own fetching and carrying, work
which should be carried out by the less skilled, the actual
skilled moulding work was delayed. Any attempt by the employ-
ers to destroy the demarcation between types of labour was,
according to the moulders, detrimental to the gquantity and
gquality of output. Where modern methods were used;

"the moulders have no labouring whatever to do
eee they are occupied the whole of their time at
work in practical moulding, and what they require
is at hand."17® :

The general secretary of the Friendly Society of
Ironfounders summarised the nature of industrial relations
in the trade in 1909:

"In the last 20 or 30 years a system of simplification
and specification of work has gone on in the trade
with the result that much of the wdrk, both in
coremaking and moulding, that used to be made by
our members, is now being made by partially skilled
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workmen, who are outside the control of our Society.
It is to be hoped in the interest of the Society, that some
means will be shortly devised that will bring all those

engaged in any kind of moulding into one Society, and
177
-t."

under one governmen
Efforts were made in the direction of federation ard

the creation of one union for all workers in the foundry

trades but the weakness of the coremakers was seen to be

178 The employers sought to capitalise

the main impedimente.
on this weakness in order to break through the moulders'
strong resistance to changes in the management of their..
work. One form of attack was to stipulate that once
promoted to the position of foreman a worker must leave
the trade union in which he was involved.179 Another tactic
was to introduce piece work, with the promise of financial
benefits, in certain firms.180
In 1912 the moulders in Sheffield went on strike for
five weeks over the use of non-union labour in the foundries.
The strike received strong support from the Trades and Labour
Council whose Socialist-Syndicalist leadershipsat this'time,
called. for the formation of One Big Union for all foundry

181 A Demarcation Board was set up in an attempt

workers.
to find a settlement. This was made up from representatives
of the Employers' Association, the Coremakers'and Moulders'
unions. The latter refused to take part considering the
Employers and Coremakers to be united in their objectives.

In the following year, however, at a time of increasing trade

and a general increase in industrial militancy, a three month
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strike against the employment of non-union la&bour on piece work
occured and became interpreted by both sides of industry

as an issue of the right to organise.182 This time, the
coremakers were reported to be in support of the strike which
Alf Short, secretary of the Trades and Labour Council,

declared was '"the entire workers' fight."183 The Te&eLeCoe
invited workers involved in completing mouldersf work to

strike in support. Crane workers at one firm in the East End
refused to work on moulders' produce at the outset of the dispute
in July 1913. A mass meeting of moulders and coremakers was
held to discuss ways of cementing the organisation of the
skilled and unskilled without surrendering the control of the
trades to the employers. Here it was stated:

"The time has arrived when some steps should

be taken to bring about a closer amalgamation

between the Ironfounders' and Coremakers' organisations."un

A sub-committee was set up to draft the proposed merger.
Eventually the Gas Workers' Union agreed to organise the
unskilled and so the craft status of the moulders, organised
in the Friendly Society of Ironfounders, was preserved until
the war.185
At the beginning of the war the moulders entered into
a three year agreement with the Employers' Federation based
on an agreed standard of 43 shillings a week. For the
rest of the war further advances were gained in the form of

186 -As in

“@r bonuses: March 1915 and in January 1917.
other trades, the removal of certain trade union rights
gave employers the opportunity to carry through far-reaching

alterations in production methods and management. This
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was recognised at a meeting of the Employers' British
Foundrymens' Association held in Sheffield in December 1916.
Modernisation was to be achieved through mechanisation and the
destruction of trade union restrictive practices.187
Skilled workers in the city's iron and steel trades were
aware that they had not profited by the war to the same extent
that other sections of workers had, particularly the semi-
skilled and organised labourers. Dilution was not possible
in the moulding trade and therefore the moulders were not
forced to defend their position and status. This was made
clear during the dispute of 1919, a national dispute which
saw Sheffield as the focal point. Here, the moulders
sought to "get a bit of his own back on the engineers".!S®
The demand for a 15 shillings increase was justified by the
following:

"1)the increased cost of living

2) a feeling that the class of skill required was not
adequately paid,and

3) their economic position during the war had not
improved to the same extent as less skilled foundry
workers."189

Attention was brought to the unhealthy and dangerous nature

of foundry worke Employers' demands. for modernisation

of methods was accepted by the unions with the gualification
that the skilled should be employed to operate any new

machines while the less skilled should be employed totally on
labouring work. However, the general strike in the engineering
trades, which Ton Mann called for, went unheeded and fims were
able to carry on production due to the large number of

unemployed labourers there were in the citye.
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ii(e) The Organisation of the Unskilled and Labourers

By the time of the outbreak of the first world war,
the unskilled and semi-skilled workers in Sheffield's 'heavy'
trades were among the best organised of similar grades in

190 There were three Unions catering for these

the countrye.
workers and each concentrated on different sets of workers.
These'wére the local branches of the Gas and General Workers'
Union, formed in 1883; the National Amalgamated Union of
Labour, formed in 41893; and the Workers Union, formed during
the war. Each organisation was politicallly distinct both in
terms of strategy and leadershipe.

The Gas Workers' Union concentrated on organising steel

191 An abortive attempt was made

192

works labourers in the East Ende.

to organise women factory workers in 41890, At this time

the Union was led locally by a labourer called Andrew Hall,193
who was an active socialist in the Chesterfield area. and
Jonathan '.I‘a;ylo:c’29l‘L a member of the Sheffield branch of the
Social Democratic Federatione In the first decade of the
twentieth century the Gas ahd General Workers' Union tied
itself firmly to the rising tide of lsbour and socialist
activity rooted in the Labour-Socialist tactic tending towards
a left wing perspective. Around the time of a general

upsurge in working class political activity and influence

in the city, in 1906, a Sheffield District of the Union was
formed and by July 1907 it was reporting '"remarkable progress"

195

in organising labourers in Attercliffe. A membership of

L,500 grew to one of 10,000 by 1913 organised in twelve

61



branches. By the last quarter of the year 1913-1L4 the
local membership stood at 16,000.196
This solid base of organisation among labourers in the
engineering works and steel works was an important element in
the development during war time of a SBocialist-Syndicalist
political theory and practice in the Shop Stewards' Movemente.
The alliance between thé engineers and the general workers
to secure war bonuses in 1918 was characterised by a level of
militancy which surpassed that in other areas of the country.197
The political perspective of the Gas Workers' Union was
expressed in its support for working class political parties
which were active in the city before the ware In 1906,
Neepsend branch supported officially the candidate of the
Social Democratic Federation in the municipal elections for

198 At a banner unfurling

the Burngreave constituencye.
ceremony in 1908, district secretary Charles Blackburn urged
members to support the Labour Party, "the only party to
which they could look for a solution " to social and political
difficulties. The banner's motto spelt out the union's
pledge to "Unity and the Triumph of Labour".199

The first Labour Party candidate elected to the Sheffield
City Council was R.G.Murray in 1905°°° Murray was at this time
active in the Gas Workers' Union and later developed his
Socialist-Syndicalist polities within the Workers Union
around the campaign for One Big Unione. During the second
decade of the twentieth century the Gas Workers' Union
registered a more militant appreciation of industrial politics

and disillusionment with the practice of the Labour-Socialist
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tactic. Burngreave branch of the Gas Workers' Union supported
Alf Barton as an Independent Socialist in the Parliamentary

201

election of 1910. Meanwhile, on the industrial sigde,

well attended meetings were held to discuss the merits of
Industriai Unionism.202
The National Amalgamated Union of Labour, originally the
Tyneside and General Workers' Union, appointed a full-time
"delegate" for the Sheffield area in 1893.203 The local
organisation, under the leadership of A.J.Bailey, was
actively involved in organising non-union labour in the
engineering shops during the 1897 .'Locl«:—out.zm‘L Other areas
of recruitment were among torporation employees, colliery
war kers and steel work labourers. Most activity focused on

. . s 20
achieving a recognised minimum wage for labourers, 5and

fair contract clause for corporation employees.206 Politically,
the N.A.U.L. was rooted in the Lib-Lab strategy. Local secretary
A.J.Bailey became a city councillor under Liberal Party |
auspices and declared in 1907 his unwillingness to sever
links with the Liberals to whom "he owed his own position
as councillor".207

The Workers' Union was not established in the city until
1916 although as early as 1912 an attempt had been made to

08

form a local branch.2 Alf Barton, who defected from the

Labour Party and helped form the Sheffield British Socialist
Party iﬁ 1911 was a member of the Workers' Union in 1912.209
The Union concentrated its efforts on organising workers in
the armaments industry, many of whom were new to the

world of work and industrial politics. There was a
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separate women's branch formed in 1918; many of the new

210 mpe political

recruits to the Union were women dilutees.
perspective of the leadership of the local Worker's Union

was characterised by a disillusionment with the expérience of
the Labour-Socialist tactic and a move towards the Socialist-
Syndicalist perspective in industrial and political relations.
One example of this was expressed by R.G.Murray, an organiser
with the Workers' Union in 1918. Murray, a Labour Councillor
was involved in the non-conscription campaign during the war?11
There was a close relationship between leaders of the
Workers' Union and the Sheffield Workers' Committee especially

212 Thé

in co-ordinating wage movements in 1917 and 1918.
12%% war bonus granted to skilled workers in October 1917
provided the impetus for industrial action to secure the

same bonus for the un-skilled. Leaders of the Workers' Union
and Ted Lismer of the Steam Engine Makers' Union spearheaded
the campaign. In January 1918, 2,000 women, who were mainly

organised in the Workers' Union, struck work for two days

and won the war ‘t:monus.g13
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ii (d) The Organisation of Women in Industry

The appreciation of the significance of women's experience
in conditions of employment, or in the home, varied across
the whole perspective of working class politics at this time.
However, it is possible to detect a'differenfiation according
to the three catagories of political theory and strategy
identified in this study. In general it will be argued here
that Patriarchy was one of the main areas of struggle around
which working class industrial and political challenge
defined itself. In terms of industrial organisation and the
politics of trade unionism it is argued that the level of
significance attached to women's work in its relationship
to employment in general by working class organisations
is indicative of a particular political perspective.

A marginal appreciation of the social, economic and
political position of women was reflected in the comments
and activity of the representative bodies of Lib-Labism.

To these the importance of the notion of the 'family wage'
and with it an aspiration towards middle class values énd

2147ﬁ1n the Labour-Socialist perspective the

norms is clear.
place of women's work was appreciated as a component of

a genersl strategy of reform to be carried out through |
Labour representation. The connection between the economic
dependence of working class women and their political
silencing was made clear especially by the local women

organisers.215
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The appreciation of women's work within a political
perspective which recognised intimate links between the
exploitation of class and sex relationships, upheld by the
dominant ideology which denied any such relationship, was
expressed by a Socialist-Syndicalist theory. Through this
perspective women's work waé a point of antagonism not to
be overcome by the exclusion of women from conditions of
employment, but through a social and political revolution
in consciousness affecting work-place, community and personal
relationships.216

The idea of forming a local organisation of female industrisl
workers was discussed at a meeting of women workers held at
the Temperance Hall in May 41876. Emma Patterson, secretary
of the Women's Protective and Provident League, addressed
the gathering and urged the formation of a trade union for the
women workers of Sheffield. Several local women gave their
names and subscriptions intending to begin to organise but there
is no evidence of any continuation of this initiative.217

During the period of a general revival in trade unionist
and socialist activity an effort was made to organise
women confectionary workers., The Sheffield branch of the
Gas Workers and Geﬁeral Labourers' Union, led by Jonathan
Taylor, enrolled between 300 and LOO women into the Union
in 1890. Hours were reduced and wages advanced. The average

wage of the women workers was six shillings a week. To

encourage further organisation, Taylor invited Clementina
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Black, a national trade union organiser, to take part in the
Sheffield campaign. The success was short lived due to the
victimisation of thé employers., As Taylor explained to

the Royal Commission on Labour:

"Immediatelj after those women had joined our
union their employer gave them notice that unless:
they withdrew they would be discharged, and a little
later, 3L were discharged...the remainder of the
300 and odd who had joined our union withdrew from
the union in consequence...and we have had no womei
in connexion with our union in the Sheffield district
since that time, which was October 1890."218

The employers, at Bassett's Confectioners, corresponded
with Clementina Black and posted bills around the factory
spelling out the consequences of union membershipe. The
factory employed only women and young girlé and in view of
the vast pool of cheap labour available, the women were
in an extremely weak position. From that time the
Gas Workers' Union did not make a concerted effort to
organised unskilled women workers. The National Amalgamated
Union of Labour began to recruit women working in the
'light' trades during the war. 219

The beginning of a women's trade union movement in
Sheffield can be dated around 41910. Unlike other industrial
districts where factory work was more prominent, in Speffiéid,
the small scale of the staple trades which employed the
largest number of women in manufacturing industry was
prohibitive of trade union organisation.azo It was noted
in 1908 that '"there are trade unions for women in every

221

town except Sheffield." Two events helped to encourage

the formation of a local trade union for women in 41910,
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The first was a strike of sixty-two female cabinet case
makers at Dewsnaps, Sydney Stree%?zThe employers were attempting
to introduce a new system of payment by the piece. The women,
who were already organised in a trade union whose offices
were based outside Sheffield, were aware that this could
prejudice their conditions of work. The strike, which lasted
for six weeks, gained much publicity and occured at a time of
local activity in the Labour movement. The Trades Union Con-
gress held its meeting in Sheffield during the time of the
dispute which attracted many national officials of the Labour
and Trade Union Movement. Arthur Henderson addressed a large
meeting of women workers at the Temperence Hall on the merits

of industrialorgenisationo°> The Sheffield Guardian described

the strikers as "the brave pioneers of Trade Unionism among
women workers in Sheffield.“22u
The strike boosted the efforts of the Women's Trade Union
League which in the same month was beginning a campaign in Sheff-
ield holding outdoor meetings for workers in the print, shpp,
clothing and cutlery trades. A female section of the Society
of Tailors and Tailoresses ﬁas formed as a result.225
The first local branch meeting of the National Federation
of Women Workers was held in September. The branch was officially
launched in December when secretary Miss Airey spoke of the
failure of women to recognise their general degradation and
linked this to their economic exploitation.??® The branch
decided to concentrate its efforts on the organisation of

227

women workers in specific trades. Weekly meetings were held
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at the I.L.P. rooms, Charles Street, and women activists

in the local labour movement gave their active support.

These included Mrs C.Gee, branch president and lMrs Jenny
Pointer, wife of Attercliffe l.P., Joseph Pointer.228

Women active in different organisations came together and
co-operated in propaganda work. Eleanor Barton of the Vomen's
Co-operative Guild (W.C.G.) took up the issue of equal wages
for equal work; Jenny Pointer, of the Women's Labour League

223 Gertrude

(W.eL.L.) spoke on the issue of conditions of work.
Clarke, secretary of the Sheffield Fabian Society, helped the
local branch of the National Federation of Women Workers
(N.FP.W.W.) in its campaign against the inadequacies of the

230

government's National Insurance Bill. This issue was

adopted by lMary licArthur at a meeting held in Sheffield in

31 Concentrated efforts were made to encourage female

1912, %
domestic servants to take an interest in improving their
conditions of work, through organisation. A propaganda
campaign was carried out by the Sheffield N.F.W.W. in 1912
to this end.232
The various strands of the organising movement united in
July 1912 to form the Sheffield Women Workers Organising
Committee (W.W.0.C.) with the object of organising in a tradek
union every woman worker in the city.253 Supported by the
Labour Party, the Committee initially held weekly surgeries
at the I.L.P. rooms, to advise women of their rights under the
new legislation. It organised conferences and approached
firms where women were employed in order to recruit and advise.

By June 1913, seventy-five meetings had been held outside

factory gates, '"in spite of police :'Lm:erference."23)'L
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Women and girls working in the laundries in Sheffield, of
which there were some fifty in 1912, were among the lowest
paid of all workers=>2In 1913 the Sheffield N.F.W.W. campaigned
to organise these and establish a minimum wage. From November
1913, workers employed by the Co-operative Laundry gained
recognition of a minimum wage and it was hoped that this would
encourage a general improvement in conditions by demonstrating

236 In the following month

the benefits of organisation.
a minimum wage for women workers in the local spice factories
was established by a Trade Board.237 The Women Workers'
Organising Committee supported this but at the same time
stressed the need for the women to organise themselves in
order to resist possible efforts by employers to reduce costs
in other Ways.238
While the Committee succeeded in helping to establish
several local women's trade unions including a branch of the
Domestic Workers' Union and a Street Traders organisation§39
it was anxious also that male dominated trade unions should
consider the question of women workers. One means of
iﬁfluencing the wider labour movement in this direction was
through the Trades and Labour Council and Gertrude Wilkinson
of the WeW.0.C. was elected to the Industrial Committee of the

Te&.L.Co in 1913.°40

In November 1913, Jenny Pointer,

secretary of the Sheffield Women's Labour League, criticised the

National Union of Railwaymen for failing to incorporate women

employees of the railway companies in their new organisation.2u1
In the period before the war the broad campaign conducted

by the local women's trade union movement incorporated more
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than the basic educational and recruiting function. The

social and political disadvantages of women were underlined
and were consistently related to their economic exploitatione.
In such a way the political perspective of the movement

was forged as one which recognised a central ideological
struggle as essential to any material advancement. Eleanor
Barton outlined the objections to married women in paid
positions in an article published shortly after the war:

"P?he first is that her husband should keep her.
This in itself creates false impressions - (1) the idea
that married women do not contribute anything to the
family, whereas really their work keeps the home going,
and the same domestic work done for anyone else would
be well paid for; (2) the idea that a married woman
is being kept and that it is wrong for her to earn money
tends to damage the belief that the wife should have
an equal position in the home with the husband...are we
to say that because a woman marries a man she is always

to remain at the level of his achievementS...?" eh2

While at the theoretical level the political perspective
of the autonomous women's trade union movement made much
more explicit the links between the different areas of
experience and embraced an understanding of ideological
struggle than did the main stream of the Labour movement,
in terms of tactics, its still marginal position led it to
adopt a Labour~Socialist position. As Eleanor Barton
explained:

"It is especially important to have married women
in paid positions because of the necessity of married
women being represented by married women in Parliament,
on public bodies, and such bodies as Trade Union

a2h3

executives, Co-operative Boards, and Committees."
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At the onset of war the immediate dislocation of local
industry led to fears of mass unemployment among women workers
in the city and the first task of the Organising Committee
was to campaign against this.zhu The war increased enormously
the number of women employed in local industry. Altogether
15,000 women and girls were employed in the munitions factories
alone. The Defence of the Realm Act which restricted the
activities of trade unions provided employers with renewed
possibilities of exploitation. The vulnerebility of the
unorganised in these circumstances was highlighted by the
Labour movement and sections of it took up the issue of
women workers' pay and conditions; this section was that
which in general can be said to have adopted a Socialist-
Syndicalist political perspective.2u5 In spite of frequent
agitation in the labour press on the subject it was not until
May 1915 that a conference was organised to discuss thé
problem of achieving trade union standards of pay and
conditions for women workers. It was declared that out of 20,000
women employed in Sheffield not more than 500 were orga‘n:i.sec‘i.2)‘-L6
During the following week women began to be employed on the
city's tram service and women were already taking the place
of men and boys in the General Post Office at much lower rates
of pay than the meh had received. In view of these circumstances
the Women Workers' Organising Committee provnosed  the following
motion at the conference:

"That in view of the government's proposals for
the special employment of women workers in suitable
industries during the continuation of the war, to take
the place of men who have enlisted, and the possible
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' menace under the guise of patriotism to the legitimate
female worker, this conference, representative Of the
Trade Unions of Sheffield, pledges itself to use every
effort to secure equal pay for equal work to all
females so employed, irrespective of any particular
trade."zu?

However The Sheffield Guardian Commented wryly:

"There will have to be more conferences, more

agitation, more education before the men will agree

to work with the women on equal terms."2148

In July 1915 with increasing numbers of women working
in all industrial sectors, estimated at about 60,000, moves
were being made to create women's sections within the existing
male dominated trade unions.°*? The Gold and Silver and
Kindred Trades Union opened a women's section to which some
50 women were transfered from the Sheffield N.F.WeWee NoO
woman member was among the executive committee and women were
not encouraged by the union to take an active interest in its

affairs.25o

The Bakers and Confectioners' Society formed
a national womens' -section but men reméined in control of the
regional organisations. The A.S.E. was beginning to consider
whether to organise women working in the local .engineering
workshops but the bulk of these were recruited into the
Gas and General Workers' Union before 1916, and the Workers'
Union after this date.2”!
Women were employed in large numbers in the local
transport industry both on trams and on the railwayse. In
July 1915 over 100 women were working as conductresses and
about half of these had joined the Tramway and Vehicle

Workers' Union. By October this number had increased to

308 and there was some resistance offered by some of the men
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to their union membership.252 By July 1915, fifty women were
employed as railway clerks by the General Central Railway
Company; a training school was set up for them. The Railway
Clerks' union, led by A.E.Chandler, one of the principal
exponents of the Socialist-Syndicalist perspective in Sheffield,
embraced women's membership, "believing as we do, that the
women un-organised will not only be unable to better their
own conditions, but will remain a menace to the advancement
of the male clerks.”253
The Trades and Labour Council pledged its support for the
Yomen Workers' Organising Committee in 1915 and helped to
organise several local conferences. The Sheffield N.F.W.W.,
with 300 members, affiliated to the Trades and Labour Council
in November ‘l9‘|5.25LL With the prospect of national conscription
and consequent increase in demand for Women'svindustrial labour,
the Committee was keen to aquire as much support as possible
from the local labour movement. As well as publicising the
problems and difficulties besetting women in employment, the
Committee was also keen to point outbthe exploitation involved
in government propaganda which encouraged women and children
to undertake voluntary work for the war effort, at sweated
rates of pay.255
In August 1915, women between the ages of 15 and 65 were

compelled to register for war work. The I.L.P. journal, The

Sheffield Guardian, supported in its pages the suggestion made

by Sylvia Pankhurst and the East London Federation of
Suffragettes, that women write the following statementon their
forms:
"T do not think it right to undertake Government

work unless I have a guarantee that I shall be paid

the standard rate of wages hitherto paid for the kind

of work that I am asked to undertake, with the addition

of any war bonus or increase in wages ... and that if the
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work is unskilled and the wages hitherto low, I
shall not be engaged to do it at a lower wage than 7d.
an hour. I consider that women's labour should be

safeguarded by the possession of the Parliamentary

vote."256

Sixty thousand women were reported to be employed in
local industry in July 1915. Already they were working on
shell production at Hadfield's.257 At Vickers' Holme Lane
works women employed on shell and lathe work earned between
eight and fourteen shillings a week with a shilling war bonus
only payaeble if good time was kept. The fact that women
were working on men's work and earning considerably less
than they did was not lost on the trade unionists. Suddenly
the task of incorporating women into the world of politics
through the trade union movement was seen to be urgent.

As The Sheffield Guardian commented:

"The capitalists are going to fight like hell to
keep the cheaper labour in their establishments. And
the sixty thousand is to be multiplied by ten before meny
weeks are passed. Now is the time my brothers ...

He has got to get those women organised...on terms

of equality with himself. In the same unions - yes,
and the wages paid to women must not be less than those
paid to men employed on the same work. Or the male
trade unions, and especially the big craft unions,

look 1like fading away into thin air when the war comes

1t
to an end. 258

No longer an issue which pended the successful advancement of
the working class through the labour movement, the situation
of women was perceived as a central element in that whole
Process.

The Military Service Bill became law in January 1916

and with the Universal Conscription Bill which was introduced
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in April, it marked the beginning of a more intensive effort
to recruit women into domestic industry. In this context of
increased pressure, absenteeism was a growing problem for
employers as working mothers sought to balance their

domestic and industrial commitments. From the summer of 1916
women began to appear freQuently at the Sheffield Munitions
Tribunal where they were charged with slackeniné?9 Here they
were defended by representatives of the Women Workers'
Organising Committee and a middle class organisation, the
Sheffield District Women's Interests Association.200
It was noted that there was a particular problem of
absenteeism among women on Mondays, traditional washing day.
This sometimes amounted to a 20 % absenﬁeeism and was deplored
by the employers who were defended by the local Tribunal.

The Women's Interests Association pointed out the difficulty
for working mothers in view of the complete lack of child
minding faciiities. This was not sufficient excuse for the
chairman of the Tribunal, Sir William Clegg who, declaring his
reluctance to fine women, nevertheless said:

"If women would claim the privileges of men they

must also take the disadvantages. They were becoming

bad time keepers and discipline must be enforced."261

By the autumn of 19416 women had come to form such a large
proportion of the local labour force that their place in
peace—time market conditions came to be critically considered.
Canteens and welfare facilities were beginning to be providéd
in some of the larger firms and these were publicised in an

effort to induce still more women to come forward for work.262
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These facilities, meagre though they were, suggested to

some observers in the local labour movement that women's

place in the labour force was being established. In September
1916, in the context of a growing anxiety about the future of
local employment prospects, a conference was organised by

the Womens' Interests Association to consider the issue. It
was chaired by H.A.L.Fisher and was attended by male and

263 The first resolution of the

female trade unionists.
meeting demanded that the government should provide some

form of out-of-work cover for women workers who would be
displaced in peace time; this was in view of the fact that women
workers were not covered by existing insurance legislation.

The resolution was supported by Eleanor Barton of the Women's
Co-operative Guild and Women Workers' Organising Committee.

Mrs Jenny Pointer seconded the motion and commented:

"Up until quite recently they were told their place
was in the home. Since the war began they had had to
get out into the industrial world, or else they were
not patriotic. After the war there would be a lot
of women displaced, and she honestly believed

that the only way of dealing with the problem
26l

was to organise in time."

Mrs VWilkinson, representing the Sheffield branch of the
N.F.W.W. protested at the current rate of Ld. per hour
earned by women working on jobs not previously done by men;
she also supported the motion. This was lost, however, in
favour of an .ammendment which refused to accept that
unemployment would be a necessary feature of any post-war
reconstruction. For the majority of trade unionists the

particular disadvantages of women workers would, in terms
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of political strategy, be attended to as a consequence of
Labour's increased political power and not as an essential
means of gaining it. This point of view represented the
dominance of the Labour-~Socialist tactic at the expense of
all others.265

In November 41946 the Trades and Labour Council appointed a
sub-committee to investigate and protect women workers'
interests. At the Annual General Meeting of the T.&.L.Ce.
in 1916 the popularity of and confidence shown in Gertrude
¥illkinson was reflected in the votes cast in the election
of the executive committee: she received the largest vote
in a contest in which some of the leading figures in the
Shop Stewards' movement were standing. In the following
April she waselected vice~president'of the Council.266
The increase in union membership among women workers in
Sheffield during the war was immense. Of the unions catering
specifically for women the N.F.W.W. increased from 350 to
5,000 members in June 1918. The N.A.U.L. had a female
membership of 900 and the Workers' Union had its own
womens' brancn§6?hlsnﬁie of these improvements the tactics
of the political leadership of the women's trade union
movement had to recognise that their relative strength
disposed them to ally themselves with the dominant perspective
of the wider Labour movement; that is the Labour—Sociélist

tactic of increased organisation and representation to

bring about reform,.
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ii(e) The Railway Industry

Railway workers were experiencing -changes in their system
of work and industrial relations in this period not unlike workers
in other sectors, The impact of market changes and consequent
technological and managerial innovation contributed towards
a crisis of control in the industry. The purpose of this
section is to examine this crisis as it affected the politics
of railway trade unionism and its wider influence on the
development of working class politics in Sheffielde.

The struggle for power which characterised industrial
relations in the railway industry at this time involved the
re~organisation of trade unionism on a nationsl scale in a
move against sectionalism. This internal alteration in the
bases of organisation was developing within the wider context
of illegality as employers consistantly refused to recognise
the workers' organisations as trade unions. The main thrust
of- trade unionism in the industry in the period before the
war was in the direction of federation, conciliation and
Labour representation. These priorities supported a
growing trade union bureaucracy and officialdom. The
experience of conciliation and negotiation through official
structures inspired the formation of a hostile anti-officialism
within the rank and file among whom were a number of political
activists and theoreticians. This element contributed to
a developing Socialist-Syndicalist critique within the
organised workforce which was fuelled during the war by
a tenacious craft-consciousness held by certain sections,

notably the Associated Society of Locomotive Enginemen
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and Firemen.

Before 1913, when the National Union of Railwaymen was
formed, railway workers in Sheffield were organised sectionally
as members of the following unions: The Associated Society of
Railway Servants (A.S.R.S.) 1871; the Associated Society of
Locomotive Enginemen and Firemen (A.S.L.E.F.) 1880; the General
Railway Workers' Union (G.R.W.U.) 1889; the United Pointsmen
and Signalmen's Society (U.P.S.S.) and the Railway Clerks'
Association (R.C.A.), formed in Sheffield in 1899. The major-
ity of organised railway workers in Sheffield were ,nembers of
the A.S.R.S.268

The nature of work in the railway service, the stress on
duty and discipline, the division of labour and strict hier-
archical system of promotion, and the sense of skill, all
influenced the kind of industrial relations and politics of
trade unionism which developed. In particular, thg reluctance
on the part of the Railway Companies to recognise trade union
organisation among their employees and the construction of
elaborate schemes for conciliation, influenced the temper and
political perspective of railway workers., The breakdown of
such schemes and the subsequent breakdown in the relationship
between the rank and file and official union leadership, was
an important element in the development of a Socialist-Syndical-
ist perspective among sections of the workforce. Increased
| pressure applied by the employers on points of discipline
and physical fitness fuelled discontent and provided a vital
issue around which political discussion could focus.269 The
failure of the employers to maintain notions of duty and
mutuality of interests with their employees was a further

contributory factor in a remarkable politicisation which

developed among railway workers in Sheffield in these yearse.
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The railway workers' sense of grievance in relation to
other groups of workers at a time of a rising cost of living
can be understood by comparing the relative increases in.
earnings over the period 1886-1906. In the railway
industry weekly rates of wages had risen by 5% while in
the same period average increases in the building trades was
18%, in cotton 23%; and in engineering ‘26%.270 Hours were
long and conditions of work were extremely unsociable and
hazardous. The final years of the nineteenth century saw an
increasing mood of militancy among railway workers and the
formation of a first National Programme calling for the
united action of all grades to overcome the fragmentation which
resulted from working in regionai sections and from the
division of lgbour in the industrye.

In November 1896 the national conference of the A.S.R.S
adoptéd a programme for a ten hour day for goods guafds aﬁdr'
shunters. The mood was tempered by doubts in the effectiveness

of an all grades movement expressed by official leadership

and underlined in an article published in The Railway Review

by Fred Maddison.271 However, the campaign boosted membership
femporarily and promoted the election of Richard Bell as
general secretary of the'Society. There was a marked

move towards the politics of independent Labour representation
as a result. As Pelling and Bealey have noted, A.S.R.Se.
members “"were virtually the sponsors of the conference! which
saw the inauguration of the Labour Representation Commit{;ee.272
In Aprii 1905 members of A.S.L.E.F. launched their

National Programme which included the demand for an eight

hour day. In November 1906 A.S.R.S. revived the National
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All Grades Movement. Both these moves weré made at a time of
incfeased interest and activity in railway trade unionisme.
Membership of the Sheffield district A.S.R.S. doubled between
1903 and continued to grow rgpidly during the campaign.273°
There were five local branches. The Sheffield number one
branch increased its membership by 50% (from 196 to 296 )
between the end of 1906 and September 1907. Grimesthorpe
registered a similar increase (from 262 to nearly uOO) in the
same period and the active interest of members made it
difficult for organisers to find a room sufficiently large
to accommodate meetings.2711L At the same time the Railway
Clerks' Association reported a rapidly growing membership
in August 1906.272

The All Grades Movement was chiefly an effort to enforce
trade union recognition but it also provided a vehicle for
the expression of more general complaints. The Railwaymen's
Charter of 41907 showed that over 100,000 workers, or 39% of the
total, earned under £1 per week; only 7% worked an eight hour
276

day; and over one quarter worked more than twelve hours a day.

The Sheffield Guardian published details of local earnings in

support of the workers' grievances?77lt also provided a
valuable medium for the channeling of particular complaints.
In August 1907 the paper printed details of a meeting held
by Grimesthorpe A.S.R.S. which passed the following
resolution:

"We strongly resist the system now being enforced by
the Midland Railway in this district, with regard to
the long hours being worked and the short periods of
rest that are allowed to drivers, firemen and goods

guards, they being expected to be in readiness at the.
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expiration of nine hours and in some cases only eight
hours. This we contend is detrimental both mentally

and physically to the men concerned and also to the

safe working of the railway.”278

The A.S.R.S. and General Railway Workers' Union held joint
demonstrations calling for the introduction of the eight hour

272 Edward CarpenterZBO

day with increasing political comment.
spoke to a crowd of sympathisers in November 1907 at a
meeting which called for a national stoppage in the railway

industry?s1

The Railway Clerks Association, steered locally by
a Socialist-Syndicalist leadership, declared its full support
for the proposed action '"realising that in the present.contest
they (the railway workers) are fighting our battles: as

well as their own."282

Throughout the campaign in Sheffield
the utmost confidence was expressed in the official leadershipe.

Railway workers managed their complaints traditionally
according to a system designed and controlled by management..
The construction of a cénciliation scheme to avoid disputes
developing into strikes was a means of avoiding official
trade union recognition and the consequent boost to Society
membership which that would have brought about. A method of
conciliation also maintained something of the éystem of
industrial relations in the Companies which secured the
allegiance on non-society workers. The political perspective
of non-society workers during the 1907 dispute was outlined
by a local railway signalman who gave evidence to the Royal
Commission on Railway Conciliation. He saiq that industrial
relations were

"yery favourable in years gone by and we improved
our position largely...we received advances of wages
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A on two or three occasions...The feeling of the men
was not behind the officials of the Society in
presenting the ultimatum to the Companies...most
of us thought the time was not opportune for

making a demand on the Companies when trade was so

depressed."283

It was the desire of management that such an attitude be
maintained and expanded for such close identification with
the interests of the Company had obvious advantagese.
However, between 1907 and 1911, as a result of increasing
- disillusionment with the practice of conciliation, there was
a more pronounced identification among organised workers
with Labour and Socialist politicse.

In this period the Sheffield district A.S.R.S. branches
were active in campaigning for union recognition, an end to
sectional organisation and the move towards achieving
federation. Advances were made to the local A.S.L.E.F
branches regarding the merits of federation‘in view of
bringing about a nationalisation of the railway network?suln
the immediate aftermath of the settlement in Novemeber 1907
Sheffield A.S.R.S. was structuring its argument linking
the protection of Society membership with the ultimate
nationalisation of the industry. A developing political
perspective is evident in remarks made at this time.

The District declared its "disgust" at.

"The victimisation of several of our members
during the progress of the National All Grades Movement
and we express our emphatic opinion that it is essential
to individual freedom of speech and action that the
industries of the nation should be collectively
owned by the whole community and administered by

representatives of the people.' 285
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In the following year, this call for nationalisation
in its opposition to official executive policy, was
recognisably more confident. In response to a current
debate on the relationship between the trade union movement
and the Labour Party,the Sheffield District A.S.R.S.
commented:

"This council emphatically repudiates the opinion
. of the executive committee...regarding the relation- ..
off the Labour Party to Socialism, which it considers
reactionary and absurd and furthermore considers
in the light of the tyranny and victimisation now
prevailing under private ownership it should be app-
arent to every intelligent railwayman that only
by national ownership and public control of the nations'
industries can the liberty of the subject be secured."

It went on to declare its support for the Labour Party's app-
roval of such a scheme.286 ‘ |

Ideas of action to secure.the nationalisation of the
railways,combined with a growing rank and file disillusionment
with the political perspective and tactics of official
union leaderships was the point of growth of a Socialist-
Syndicalist challenge among sections of the workforce.
From 1909 a branch of the Advocates of Industrial Unionism
was established in the city and several A.S.R.S. branches
invited speakers from this organisation?87 After one
such talk presented by Tom Ring in May 1909, the secretary

of the Railway Clerks' Association, A.E.Chandler, commented:

"WWe have placed a master class in power Dby our

trade union highly paid officials and their jealousies

are a great bar to unity."288

At the same time local members of A.S.L.E.F.,still clinging

to their sectional skilled status,were beginning to show
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signs of discontent with their own official representatives,

289 Anxious to maintain

and support for nationalisation.
its local autonomy,Sheffield A.S.L.E.F. protested vehemently
at the action of its executive in over-ruling its own
selection of a delegate to represent their interests at a

Society conference:

"We, the members of the Sheffield branch do
hereby express our complete disgust with the action
of our general secretary and executive and also inform
them that we have lost all confidence in them."290

The growing rank and file disilluéionment with official
leadership which was expressed in the years following the
establishment of the Conciliation Boards was nurtured and
given direction in Sheffield by a Socialist-~Syndicalist
leadership. Prominent in the Trades and Labour Council and
president in fhe year 1917-18 was A.E.Chandler of the
Railway Clerks' Association. Along with Charles Watkins of
the local A.S.R.S. Chandler conributed a political perspective
to debate within the railway trade union movement which
reflected a commitment _to Syndicalist theory and tactics.
This involved a critical appreciation of the reformist
tactics of the Labour-~Socialist perspective and a wiaer
interpretation of the concept of class struggle. Speaking
on the general consequences of the 1907 settlement Watkins
considered that it had placed railwaymen,

"more completely in the grip of the capitalists"
than before and this'had the warm approval of their
own trade union leaders...the immediate result of
the settlement was the dispersion of the men's forces
the dissipation of all energy generated by the
national movement and the indefinite postponemnet of
the men's grievances."291
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In‘an article published in the Industrial Syndicalist in

1907, Watkins went further than a demand for nationalié;tion
brought about by increased political power through the
representation of Labour and distinguished a Socialist-
Syndicalist perspective. There should be no nationaligatian
""which means the capitalisgtion of the railways" but workers
should take care to ensure that they secure 'the entire
control and management of them by themselves in the common
interest." This could only be achieved through industrial
unionism which embraced the taétics of class conflict.292
Chandler, of the Railway Clerks' Association, consistently
injected a Socialist-Syndicalist perspective into debate
on railway industrial relations. At the Annual Conference
of the R.C.A. held at Hull in 1910, Chandler, representing
the Sheffield branch suggested:

"The time has arrived when the means of production
and distribution of wealth should be owned and
controlled by the people and worked in the common
interest of gll the workers."zg3

Sheffield's perspective on the issue was out of harmony

with the . outlook of the national Association and Chandler
was ruled "out of order" in proposing such a motion on the
grounds that it had no direct reiationship with the business
of the meeting.

This Socialist-Syndicalist political critique was an
important strand in the dévelopment of railway trade unionism
before the war. Within the context of a swelling tide of
industrial militancy and ever..increasing cost of living
by 191% Sheffield railway workers were united as never before
in their opposition to the Conciliation Boards and deter-

mination to achieve trade union recognitione
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The national transport strikes of 1911 were an indication
of the extent of rank and file discontent with both employer
and official trade unionist dictates and, through the political
nature of the conflict, they became a means of developing
a class consciousness among secfions of railwaey workerse29u
In Sheffield, the unrest already indicated after the
period of conciliation came to embrace several related areas
of discontent. These included increasing management autocracy,
more frequent medical inspection, the speeding up of work
and rotas, sub-contracting, de-skilling and the avoidance of
agreed scales by management.295 By 1911 the price of food had
risen by aproximately 1L4% since 1900, At the same time wages
in the railway industry had remained fairly static. Sheffield

railway workers received the following rates in August 1911:

"Goods Porters - 10 hours - 17s. to £1 per week.
Passenger Porters - 410 hours - 14-19s. per week

Station Porters - 10 hours = 17s-£1.
Parcel Porters - 10 hours -~ £1 to 22s.
Guards, Passenger - 410 hours - £1-25s
Guards, Goods - 410 hours ~ 22-~30s.
Signalmen - 10 hours - 24-30s.
Signal Lampmen - 12 hours - 12-16s.
Shunters - 410 hours - 22-308."296

The strike action among railway workers followed several months
of unrest at the main docks of the country, action which was
led in the main by the unskilled. Syndicalist and Industrial
Unionist theory form 1909 had concentrated on the construction
of united action of workers regardless of grade. In May
1909, A.E.Chandler spoke to the Trades and Labour Council on
the subject of Industrial Unionisme. For him the first

practical step was the general strike wherein;

"all forces of organised Lgbour in the city...
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(would) bear upon the side of the workers, affiliated

or otherwise in any and every dispute making the

concern of one, the concern of all."297

Unofficial strike action among railway workers began on
Mersyside early in August 19411 in sympathy with the dock-workers
with whom there was a close working relationship.298
The potential of such an alliance brought about the swift
action of the state., Violent conflict between workers and
troops. in Liverpool helped to widen the relevance of the
struggle for transport workers all over the country. In the
week following 'Bloody Sunday', August 13th, when a massive
labour demonstration was dispersed by police and troops and
after two strikers were killed , Sheffield railway workers
began to show their solidarity with the national movement.
Traffic from Liverpool and Manchester, loaded by 'black-leg'
laboun was arriving in Sheffield and workers informed the -
employers through their elected representatives that they
would not handle the goods. Mass meetings of all grades in the
city demanded the gbolition of the Conciliation Boards,

a two shillings advance in wages, time-and-a-half for Sunday
duties and time-and-a-quarter for overtime. \hen these
demands were ignored by management, workers at the Wicker
Goods and Midland passenger stations struck work. On Tuesday,
15th August, signal workers at Heeley decided to support the
action and in the evening a mass meeting was held at

Barker's Pool where leading figures in the city's Socialist-
Syndicalist movement addressed the workers and their

299

familiese. Significantly, the Railway Clerks Association

declared their solidarity and pledged to refuse to do no

'plack-leg' labour during the dispute.3oo
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The extent to which members of different railway unions

united in action during the strike has been commented on.301

There was also considerable solidarity shown by non-society
workers, workers in other industries and among railway

workers' families.302

In Sheffield both A.S.L.E.F. and
A.S.R.S. membership registered similar gievances and united
in opposition to management tyranny. At a mass meeting
held in April 1911 the number one branch A.S.L.E.F.
declared:

"Periodical medical examinations are calculated
to create a feeling of insecurity among individual
employees which may result in some further disaster
owing to such of them who hold responsible situations
being in constant fear of physical deterioration
which may bring about a reduction in position or
possible discharge."

The branch went on to demand that the Companies bear the
financial burden of any loss of wages due to failing any
examinations as such failure would be entirely due to the
nature of their employment.Bo3 On this point, the local
membership of A.S.R.S. felt equally s“m:'ongly.BOL‘L The main
concern of the Railway Clerks was their lack of representation
on the Conciliation Boards.305
A strike committee was formed from the membership of the
various Societies. The principal leaders were John Healey of
A.S.L.E.F., A.E.Chandler and J.0'Brien of the R.C.A.>00
Support was given by G.H.Fletcher of the Sheffield Social
Democratic Party which underlined the political character
of the struggle.307 The strikers received support from the

two Trades Councils and the I.L.P. The Women's Railway

Guild gave official and practical support, taking part in
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picket duties. They were joined at lunch time by female
buffers who helped to overturn drays outside the
Midland passenger station.

Clashes with the authorities occured throughout the strike.
The Lord Msyor and several leading citizens issued the
following statement on the 417th August:

"Crowds would not be allowed to assemble in dangerous

numbers and pickets would only be allowed to practice -

persuasion."308

From the start the police escourted goods through the city
but the invitation to the Gordon Highlanders militia to take
up residence for the duration of the dispute caused anxiety
amo;g the strikers. It was unclear on whose authority the
tyoops had been invited to the city but their presence helped
to polarise and politicise the dispute.o°?

The settlement agreed to by union officials,after government
mediation,provided a further stop-gap in industrial relations
on the railways in the form of a Royal Commission of Enquiry.
In the meantime the Conciliation Boards were to remain in
tacte The settlement caused anger and dismay among wide ranks
of railway workers in Sheffield. The carters for a time

310 14 was declared that the leadership

refused to return to work.
had betrayed the rank and file. Those who returned to work
suggested that they would be ready to strike again if the
deliberations of the Royal Commission proved futile. On

22nd August a meeting of the Midland railway A.S.R.S.
membership repudisted the decision of the official leadership
and called for a renewed national stoppage. A meeting of

local A.S.L.E.F. menbers stressed the need to ensure against

victimisation and demanded reinstatement at positions held
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prior to the strike.311

An increased interest in trade union and general political
activity was registered by the Societies in Sheffield.and
with it a move towards the favouring of federation.and Labour

12At the same time the Socialist-Syndicalist

representation?
perspective within the railway workers' organisation was
apparent within certain branches., Heeley and Grimesthorpe

branches purchased Charles Watkins' pamphlet The Railwaymen

which outlined a scheme for WorkerSf control in the
industry.313 Other local branches declared their interest in

a general fusion of unions in the industry.31u In August
several leaders of the strike in Sheffield were among those who
formed the Sheffield branch of the British Socialist Party
which distanced itself from the theory and practice of the
Labour Party.315 And in December;Grimesthorpe and Heeley
branches called for an amalgamation between railway and

tram workers and that such an organisation be controlled by
the rank and filee. The political campaign among corportation
employees to transform municipalisation into socialisation
which had been proceeding since 1906, after the election of the
first Labour councillors,had laid the ground for such an alliance.
The Tramway and Vehicle Workers Union declared in 1906:

"We who believe in municipalisation of.public
services recognise the fact that municipal enterprise can
be little more than a form of capitalism so long as
the workers do not send their representatives to the
council to manage the municipal undertakings."316

The authorities reacted with anxiety to the strike and efforts
were made to bring about restrictions on strike action. The

Sheffield Chamber of Commerce requested government assistance
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at times of iocal industrial militancy in the. form of troop
deployment?17 The Socialist-Syndicalist leadership reacted
angrily to this request pointing out the imbalance which
existed in terms of power between the organised forces of
Labour and Capitale. At a delegate meeting of the Trades and
Labour Council held in November 1911 the A.S.R.S. |
protested strongly;

"against the action of the Chamber of Commerce asking
for the abolition or minimising of the right to picket

during strikes and lock-outs and(urged) the government

to disregard such resolutions.“318

It was suggested at the same meeting that a responsive
action to such manouvres should take the form of a general
strike. A.E.Chandler commented on the Home Office's
proposal to enrol special constables for strike duty:

"Working men and Trade Unionists ought to organise
and drill themselves in order to be ready in case
of emergency."

He advocated the setting up of a local trade union special
constabulary '"to do their share of the shoving during a strike
disturbance" 3419. The suggestion was taken up by the militant
Grimesthorpe A.S.R.S. who considered that "if necessary we
shall have an armed force in case of any dispute."jzo Other
branches condemned the idea reflecting a Labour-socialist
political orientation in their confidence instead in

improving organisation and representation through federal
schemes. Heeley A.S.R.S. expressed this point of view in
calling on all railwaymen,

"to at once take steps to get the machinery of the
various unions under the control of the rank and file,
and to link up and solidify our forces by becoming
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amalgamated to the Transport and General Workers'
Federation as soon as possible...placing ourselves

in a position to fight organised capital on more equal
321

terms."
Clearly,the dispute had taught well the nature of class
relations in industrial societye.

The general feeling among local railway workers was
after the 1911 settlement one of profound disillusionment
and distrust of the official executive of their Unions. In
the context of a general rise in the temper of industrial
and political militancy in the city, this attitude was to

322 On December 4Lth 1911, it was reported that number

harden,
six branch A.S.R.S. had called on the national executive to
resign rejecting its advice to accept the recommendations
of the Royal Commission of Enquiry.323
The strikes in the transport industry in the summer of 1912
were regionalised and failed to capture national support from
railway workers. It has been suggested that this can be
related to a general decline in the influence of industrial

syndicalisme James Hinton has commented:

"Lacking any systematic doctrine and entirely
dependent on the momentum of industrial militancy,
the syndicalist movement grew with meteoric speed
during the great strike movement of 419410-12 and

1132L|-

fell just as fast in the year before the war
Certainly a general strike relying on the revolt and
discontent developing among sections of organised workers
did not occur. This is not to say, however, that there
was not considerable unrest and a move in certain sectors
towards direct indusirial action which by-passed official union

bureaucracy.325 In the end constitutional methods prevailed
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and the politics of Socialist-Syndicalism were for ithe momenf
superseded by the dominant tactic of Labour politics. The
rank and file movement in the:failway industry was assuaged
by the formation of the National Union of Railwayworkers in
January 1913.326

In Sheffield, both within the transport unions and on the
Trades and Labour Council, the 'forward movement' or
Socialist-Syndicalist projection was carried by a strong
contingent of railway workers. Local A.S.R.S. branches had
supported the candidature of Joseph Pointer who was elected
to Parliament in the Labour interest in 1909 but along with
other sections of local working class politics, were
becoming increasingly disillusioned with his performance in
the House of Commoné27 The issue of industrial militancy
and state legislation was debated locally with regard to
the usefulness of the Labour-Socialist tactic of Parliamentary
representation. The support given by Joseph Pointer in
Parliament to the idea of legislating against strike action
provided the Socialist~Syndicalists with valuable evidence
of vhat it considered +to.be the futility of reformism.

The idea of supporting any form of conciliation or
arbitration in industrial relations was attacked by A.E.
Chandler at a delegate meeting of the Trades and Labour

Council in March 1912.528

At the same time the prosecution

of Tom Mann and other leading syndicalists under the Incitement
to Mutiny Act of 1797 released a flood of support from
sympathisers within the Sheffield Labour movement. Prominent
in this expression of support were the railway workers'

329,<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>