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Preface

This book had its origins in a conference organised to commemorate the 150th 
anniversary of Melbourne building workers winning the Eight Hour Day on 21 
April 1856. Titled ‘Working to Live: Histories of the Eight Hour Day and Working 
Life’ it was jointly presented by the Australian Society for the Study of Labour 
History’s Melbourne Branch and the Australian Centre at the University of 
Melbourne. On 21-22 June 2006 delegates from Australia and overseas presented 
and discussed papers that explored the historical significance of the Eight Hour 
Day campaign in Melbourne and elsewhere, the 150 year history of the shorter 
hours movement and the implications of campaigns around wages, working hours 
and the wider social circumstances of working people and their families. In the 
end, the conference, and this book, were organised around the theme of control 
over work, family and social life, suggesting that most people have preferred 
working to live rather than, as some would have them do, living to work.

The conference was paired with another on contemporary work/life issues 
entitled ‘New Standards for New Times? The Eight Hour Day and Beyond’. 
Sponsored by the Centre for Applied Social Research at RMIT University, it 
explored current research on working time and its implications for future ways 
of organising work, and was held on 22-23 June 2006. Our twin conferences 
came amidst a revolution in public policy governing working life and industrial 
bargaining. They provided the opportunity for an historically informed scrutiny 
of the profound realignment that was under way in the power relationships 
embedded in working life. The underlying objectives, historical processes and 
social consequences of that revolution were the subject of conference debate and 
now, implicitly, this book.

However, these conferences were but a small part of a much broader program 
of events in Melbourne during the first half of 2006. These included exhibitions, 
theatrical and musical performances, lectures, a re-enactment of the 21 April 
1856 march, community events and public discussions. Generously funded by 
the Victorian Ministry for the Arts, through Museum Victoria, and sponsored by 
the Victorian Trades Hall Council, the Eight Hour Day Steering Committee co-
ordinated the diverse program of events. We would like to thank our committee 
colleagues for their support and comradely advice. In particular, were are especially 
grateful to Leanne Shingles, 888 Project Co-ordinator and Richard Gillespie, from 
the Eight Hour Day Project Control Group, for their encouragement and assisting 
us to secure the Ministry for the Arts grant that made the publication of this book 
possible. For their role in helping to organise the Working to Live Conference 
we would like to thank John Murphy, Luke Rungie and, in her role as Director of 
the Australian Centre, Kate Darian-Smith who was instrumental in securing the 
conference venue for us.

It is a commonplace observation that book production is an inherently co-
operative activity, particularly in the case of an edited collection of discrete 
chapters. The most obvious of our collaborators are the authors who, when they have 
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forgiven us for interfering with their prose, will at least see a tangible expression 
of their labours. Despite our depredations upon them, we are grateful for their 
contributions and their patience with their editors. However, it is the otherwise 
anonymous people whose support, beyond the call of comradely duty, that have 
made the book possible that deserve special thanks. As most of the chapters in this 
book have been subjected to the arduous process of double-blind refereeing, we 
would like to pay tribute to the scholarly referees who have given us suggestions for 
improvement to the text. The improvements are theirs, the errors and inadequacies 
are ours. We have done our best to secure the permissions from copyright holders 
for all text and image material in the book and offer our sincere apologies to those 
whom we have not been able to identify. In the latter stages of book production 
there are always those people whose generous, last-minute interventions help it 
over the final hurdles. Bruce Welch of Southwood Press and Margaret Walters 
from the journal Labour History provided the comradely kindnesses that got this 
book into your hands. Finally, we’d like to thank our respective partners for their 
good-natured tolerance of our shared obsession with the history of working life.

Julie Kimber and Peter Love



The Time of Their Lives

Julie Kimber and Peter Love

There is much to celebrate in the history of the eight hour day and Australian 
working lives. And there is much to mourn. The struggle for shorter working hours 
organised around a division of the day into equal parts for labour, rest and recreation 
is a dramatic story; littered with tales of heroics, of joint partnership between capital 
and labour, of pageantry and ceremony. The initial cross-class support for the shorter 
working day, and the later proclamations of Eight Hour Day holidays are testimony 
of the labour movement’s successes. But as the chapters in this book show, every 
gain has had to be guarded, complacency checked, and solidarity maintained. 
Cross-class support and the granting of the ‘boon’ of the eight hour day has been 
precarious, won in good times, lost in bad. The very premise of the eight hour day, 
as feminist historians remind us, makes the fallacious presumption that two-thirds 
of the day can be devoted to ‘recreation’ and ‘rest’. The diverse perspectives that 
these chapters bring to their specific topics offer an implied challenge to the cosy 
certitudes of our celebrations by exploring some of the complexities embedded in 
the relationship between work, social and family life. 

Kerry Taylor introduces us to the ‘ambiguous legacy of Samuel Duncan Parnell’, 
New Zealand’s ‘father of the Eight Hour Day’. In this, we see the development of 
myths surrounding labour’s ‘legends’. The ambiguity in the title reflects a theme 
that runs throughout this collection: that once won, the eight hour day proved 
difficult to defend. Jeff Rich, looks at the tradition of the ‘day we celebrate’, its 
values and meanings, and fights over the historical ownership of the legacy. The 
implications of these were central to a struggle for control of the Victorian Trades 
Hall Council and reflected the tensions between personal ambition and collective 
solidarity. Barbara Webster’s discussion on the rise and demise of the eight-hour 
celebrations in Rockhampton provides insights into the colour and movement of 
Labour Day, and ultimately its corruption and eventual decline, as complacency, 
political machinations, commericialisation and deteriorating economic conditions 
took their toll. 

Charles Fahey and John Lack take us into the lives of the ‘Harvester men and 
women’, the people behind the landmark decision that would entrench labour 
market divisions in the wage fixing system for much of the subsequent century. 
And we learn something of the experience of men and women associated with 
urban manufacturing. The arguments raised for the setting of a family wage stand 
in stark contrast to those in Mikael Ottosson and Calle Rosengren’s discussion of 
the Working Time Committee, a body designed to examine the consequences of the 
introduction of shorter hours in Sweden. The committee did not hear arguments 
about the question of recreation and the opportunity for workers to become more 
actively engaged citizens, but simply issues affecting productivity. There is little 
evidence here of the cross-class support that Melbourne building workers enjoyed 
in 1856. Swedish workers were instead deemed to be extensions of the machine, 
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and besides too much free time could prove morally corruptive. The introduction 
of the eight-hour system in Sweden was hedged with significant exceptions from 
the beginning.

There are parallels with this in Lyn Beaton’s chapter on four vignettes in the 
history of the furniture trade in Australia. By briefly examining early forms of 
solidarity, the gaining of the Eight Hour Day in 1883, the winning of a 44 hour 
week for women in the trade and the loss of the much celebrated 35-hour week at 
Pilkington’s Glassworks in 1994, Beaton illustrates the dangers in complacency 
by workers about their trade unions and union officials’ relationships with 
management. 

In ‘Babies, Agency and Waterfront Women’ Margo Beasley takes us to the 
Sydney waterfront and examines why, in two industrial suburbs women were 
bucking trends in fertility within Australia and internationally, and in so doing were 
implicitly asserting a particular view of parenthood. Claire Higgins examines the 
evolution of the relationship women migrants had with their unions between the 
1950s and 1980s. By tracing their working lives through the post-war boom until 
the dramatic tariff cuts in the 1970s, with an emphasis on the occupational health 
and safety issues developing for these women as they reached retirement in the 
1980s, Higgins charts the increasing responsiveness of the clothing trades unions 
to migrant concerns. 

Patricia Grimshaw, Nell Musgrove and Shurlee Swain look at the issue of shorter 
working hours for working mothers. They point to the ‘double burden’ faced by 
working mothers and the chimera of the eight hour day implicit in this. Focussing 
on the period coinciding with the United Nations’ Decade for Women (1975 to 
1985), the chapter discusses the optimism surrounding the adoption of the ACTU’s 
Working Women’s Charter compared with the pragmatism and disappointment of 
the Sexual Discrimination Act. Their chapter reminds us of the disjuncture between 
productive and reproductive spheres.  

Bobbie Oliver’s chapter poignantly illustrates the changing fortunes of workers 
in Australia since the 1980s with a close study of the Midland Government Railway 
Workshops. As a large government employer, the workshops were an exemplar 
in skill development through large apprenticeship intakes, and a site of identity 
associated with a trade. By 1994 the fiscal myopia of privatisation set in and the 
workshops were closed, devastating many workers and robbing Western Australia 
of a large skill base. As the ‘status of certain trades changed with the change in 
technology’ at the Midland Workshops so too did it in the printers’ game. Val Noone 
reflects on his personal journey at the Age, first as a reader’s assistant, and later as 
a reader, during a period of dramatic technological change for the newspaper, and 
the industry. Noone suggests that while there are limited opportunities for workers 
to arrest the development of technology, remembering past struggles can provide 
lessons on how to ameliorate the effects of its introduction. 

The last three chapters in this text provide general overviews of the temporal and 
spatial aspects to our lives. Ben Maddison’s chapter on the commons in Australia 
invites us into a world where workers attempted to maintain some independence 
from the ‘iron yoke of the employer’. The commons, like the struggle for shorter 
working hours, highlight the ‘antagonistic relationship between private property 
and common land’. Maddison claims that the use of the term ‘boon’ in relation to 
both the commons and the eight-hour system may represent ‘a collective reclaiming 
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of previously appropriated time and space, of labour and land.’ Rob Hitchcock’s 
sweeping historical essay on the development of rest days suggests that working 
time, rather than money and other conditions, ‘provides one of the best measures 
of comparison of employment conditions between cultures’. His discursive 
examination of rest days highlights the contextual and contingent nature of time. 
Finally, the ‘Political Nature of Labour Time’, by Drew Cottle, Angela Keys and 
Helen Masterman-Smith provides a spirited appeal against the ‘appropriation of 
time by employers’. It is a fitting reminder of the need, once again, for a reappraisal 
of the working day and its relationship to those other parts of our lives.

 ****
As the following chapters are concerned with either the Eight Hour Day campaign, 
the shorter hours movement or, more broadly, attempts to exercise greater control 
over work, family and social life, it might be helpful to consider a short narrative 
interpretation of the campaign in Melbourne, the 150th anniversary of which was 
the occasion for our conference. The Melbourne Building workers of 1856 were not 
simply concerned with Eight Hours Labour, Eight Hours Recreation, Eight Hours 
Rest, as their banner proudly proclaimed. Those specific claims were impelled 
by more enduring aspirations; greater control over working life, recognition of 
their skills and respect for their role in a more democratic community. It is this 
underlying pursuit of a more egalitarian social citizenship that unites them in 
sesquicentennial common cause with working life activists today.

It should not be assumed, however, that the campaign’s explicit objectives 
and implicit aspirations were in any way original. Melbourne’s Eight Hour Day 
Pioneers, as the Trades Hall honour roll describes them, were part of a tradition 
that stretched back, as their British forebears were wont to say, ‘since time out of 
mind’. When James Galloway and James Stephens began agitating among their 
fellow stonemasons in early 1856 they looked to the Early Closing Movement for 
arguments to commend the familial and social benefits of shorter hours. At the 
inaugural meeting of the Collingwood Lodge of the Operative Masons’ Society 
of Victoria on 4 February Stephens read selected passages from Dr Cumming’s 
London lectures on the early closing movement and, with James Galloway, 
strongly urged a reduction of working hours in the building trades.1 There was, in 
fact, an existing early closing movement in Melbourne. Ten years earlier drapers’ 
assistants had a short-lived victory when they persuaded the employers ‘to close 
their establishments at seven o’clock’.2 They were also well aware that the 
Operative Stonemasons’ Society of New South Wales had won the Eight Hour Day 

1  Victorian Operative Masons’ Society, Report of the Committee Appointed by the Victorian 
Operative Masons’ Society to Inquire into the Origins of the Eight Hour Movement in Victoria: 
Adopted Annual Meeting, June 11, 1884, Melbourne, Labor Call Print, 1912, p.10.
2  The agreement was reached in April 1846, but only appeared to last about three months. See 
Martin Sullivan, Men and Women of Port Phillip, Sydney, Hale & Iremonger, 1985, p. 244. See 
too, Geoffrey Serle, The Golden Age: A History of the Colony of Victoria, 1851-1861, Carlton, 
Melbourne University Press, 1963, p. 214. It was still a matter of public debate in 1856. Responding 
to a complaint by a Government clerk that early closing would be inconvenient, John G. Kinsman 
wrote a bitingly ironic letter to the Melbourne Herald on 4 January 1856 suggesting, in part, ‘He 
says he leaves his employment at six, and wishes the far more numerous class of shopmen to bow 
to his desires, and sacrifice their health and evening by becoming subservient to his convenience, 
by keeping retail establishments open until seven, and thus to please and serve him, frustrating the 
greatest physical, intellectual and moral good that can be conferred upon this numerous body of 
assistants.’ On 25 April 1856, immediately after the commencement of the Eight Hours system, 
the Eight Hours Labour League was formed and included representatives of the Early Closing 
Association.
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on numerous sites in Sydney during the last quarter of 1855, although it did involve 
a reduction in wages.3 Some may have known about Samuel Parnell’s campaign 
in Wellington or the Eight Hour Day as a guiding principle in the 1848 Articles of 
Association of the Otago Association in New Zealand.4 It is interesting, however, 
that none of the 1856 Melbourne activists seemed aware that the English utopian 
socialist Robert Owen had advocated an eight hour working day as early as 1817 
and that it was he who is credited with coining the slogan ‘Eight Hours Labour, 
Eight Hours Recreation, Eight Hours Rest’, although Murphy later acknowledged 
it in his 1896 history of the movement and noted earlier precedents of enlightened 
attitudes to working life in English history.5 The most direct influence, however, 
came from the Chartist movement.

Chartism was a broad social reform movement, driven largely by working 
class discontent that sought to redress popular grievance through an expansion of 
political democracy. Growing out of local Workingmen’s Associations and other, 
single-issue radical organizations from 1837, a loose federation mobilised around a 
six-point People’s Charter. It called for electoral reform through manhood suffrage, 
annual parliaments, the secret ballot, the abolition of property qualifications for 
parliamentarians, payment of MPs and equal electoral districts. The objective was 
the democratisation of Parliament so that it could be transformed into an instrument 
for economic and social reform. Despite some tension between the moral suasion 
and direct action streams in Chartist thinking, expressed in the slogan ‘peaceably 
if we can, forcibly if we must’, the main tactic centred on huge petitions presented 
to the House of Commons, which promptly rejected them. W. E. Murphy claims 
that James Stephens was not only a dedicated Chartist but was actually working 
on the British Houses of Parliament as a mason and helped carry one of the 
petitions into the Commons.6 The petitions, however, were not just concerned with 
parliamentary reform. They sought redress for all manner of grievance, including 
oppressive hours and conditions of labour. The second Chartist Petition, signed by 
3,315,752 people, was presented to the House of Commons on 3 May 1842 and 
quickly dismissed as an attack on property. It read in part:

… That your petitioners complain that the hours of labour, particularly 
of the factory workers, are protracted beyond the limits of human 
endurance, and that the wages earned, after unnatural application to 
toil in heated and unhealthy workshops, are inadequate to sustain the 
bodily strength, and supply those comforts which are so imperative 
after an excessive waste of physical energy. …7

Despite its impressive mobilisation of popular support, the movement declined as 

3  W. E. Murphy, History of the Eight Hours’ Movement, Melbourne, Spectator Publishing Company 
Limited, 1896, pp. 40-42. See too, Labor Day Committee, Souvenir Programme of the 100th 
Anniversary Annual Celebrations, 1855-1955, Sydney, Labor Day Committee, 1955, pp.4-5. We are 
grateful to Neale Towart for providing a copy of this.
4  Murphy, op. cit., p. 15.
5  The Operative Masons’ Report credits Dr Embling as ‘giving expression’ to the slogan at a public 
meeting in the Queens Theatre. See pp. 18-19. Murphy’s reference to it is on pp. 10-11 of his History. 
A very detailed account of the English movement is available in Gösta Langenfelt, The Historic 
Origin of the Eight Hours Day: Studies in English Traditionalism, Stockholm, Almqvist and Wiksell, 
1954.
6  Murphy, op. cit., p. 44.
7  Reprinted in Christopher Hampton (ed.), A Radical Reader: The Struggle for Change in England, 
1381-1914, Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1984, p. 493.
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the conjunction of regional differences, economic fluctuations and internal tensions 
undermined attempts to build a unifying national organization. By 1854 it was 
exhausted and effectively defunct. But Chartist ideas and the radical urge to agitate 
for them survived and spread to the furthest extremities of the Empire. In Victoria, 
just as the movement was collapsing in Britain, its six points were incorporated in 
the Ballarat Reform League’s manifesto proclaimed on 11 November 1854 in the 
lead up to the Eureka Rebellion.8 The building industry activists of 1856 were well 
aware of the link in this radical tradition between political democracy, economic 
reform and social justice.

Recent fluctuations in the Melbourne labour market also had an influence 
on how the stonemasons’ claim was constructed and the campaign conducted. 
In mid-1855 demand for labour was uneven. Coghlan suggests that while some 
workers were holding out for better pay, ‘… it is obvious also that employers 
were endeavouring to reduce wages below a standard which would enable a man 
with a family to maintain them in reasonable comfort, taking into consideration 
the high prices of commodities’.9 By August wages in the building trades had 
reached their lowest point, ‘… when stonemasons of the best class received 10s. a 
day and others only 8s.’.10 From November onwards, however, conditions began 
to improve and it was then that Stephens, Galloway and their brother masons 
decided to act. Given their experience of hard times in 1854-55, they reasoned 
that ‘… regular employment was better than very high wages. They also felt that a 
reduction of one-fifth in the hours of labour would enable employment to be given 
to a larger number.’11

After the 4 February meeting where Stephens talked about the early closing 
movement, the campaign gained momentum quickly. On 18 February the 
Melbourne and Collingwood lodges established a committee to organise the 
campaign and mobilise rank-and-file support. They were encouraged by the 
bricklayers’ agreement to join the campaign on 1 March. The first general meeting 
was held in the Belvidere Hotel on 5 March where three motions were passed, the 
first two of which were the most significant.

1st That it is the opinion of this meeting that a reduction of the hours 
of labour would be greatly beneficial to the trade, and also tend 
to improve our social and moral condition, and that this meeting 
pledges itself to use every lawful endeavour to bring about so 
desirable a result.

2nd That it is the opinion of this meeting that, to carry the foregoing 
resolution into effect, it is indispensably necessary that we be in a 
perfectly organised condition.12

8  The political changes contemplated by the Ballarat Reform League were: A Full and fair 
representation; Manhood suffrage; No property qualifications for Members of the Legislative 
Council; Payment of Members; Short duration of Parliament. See John Molony, Eureka, Ringwood, 
Viking, 1984, p. 100.
9  T. A. Coghlan, Labour and Industry in Australia from the First Settlement in 1788 to the 
establishment of the Commonwealth in 1901, volume II, South Melbourne, Macmillan, 1969 
(originally published by Oxford University Press 1918), p. 725. 
10  Ibid.
11  Ibid. p. 726.
12  Victorian Operative Masons’ Society, Report into the Origins of the Eight Hour Movement in Victoria, p. 10.
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The assertion that the Eight Hours System, as they began to call it, would be 
beneficial to the trade signified a view that it was the trade that sustained them all, 
masters and men. There was a shared craft culture founded in the apprenticeship 
system, affirmed by pride in the daily exercise of their skills and nourished by 
friendships between many masons and some contractors, most of whom had so 
recently been operatives themselves. It also implied that there would be a benefit 
to the labour market in the available work being shared more equitably between 
artisans. The reference to improving their social and moral condition recalled the 
long-established moral economy of working people, which held that degrading toil 
was both socially injurious and morally iniquitous. The corollary was that decent 
wages and conditions offered the one true path to a robustly democratic and civilised 
community. The pledge ‘to use every lawful endeavour’ put them squarely in the 
moral suasion stream of labour activism, although there were a few militants who 
toyed with the opposing view that, ‘Moral suasion’s all humbug. Nothing persuades 
like a lick in the lug!’ The recognition that they needed to be ‘in a perfectly 
organised condition’ was not simply a reminder of past, hard-learned lessons but an 
acknowledgement that they would need to carry all the building trades with them, 
not just their own members.13

A well attended meeting of the trade was held in the Belvidere on 12 March 
where it was proposed that the Eight Hour System begin on 24 March but, after 
negotiations with employers who were meeting at Keely’s Hotel, it was agreed 
that a public meeting, paid for by the contractors, be held to discuss the details 
of the System and agree on a commencement date.14 That meeting took place in 
the Queens Theatre on 26 March, with Melbourne University contractor Abraham 
Linacre in the chair, and was attended by numerous employers, building workers 
and interested members of the public. The question was, ‘Shall the Eight Hours’ 
system of labour from henceforth prevail in the building trades of Victoria?’ James 
Galloway, Secretary of the Masons’ Society argued that the arduous working 
conditions during summer meant a ten hour day was not economically efficient. In 
building institutions for a new community there was a common civic purpose shared 
by employer and workman and that the conditions under which that was done were 
a matter for the community to decide, not the ‘… ethical absurdity, entitled the laws 
of supply and demand’. His peroration asked for generous public sympathy ‘… for 
the claims of the breadwinners to share in the delights which accrue from reasonable 
opportunities of recreation, mental culture and rest, and with one accord, by the 
seal of their votes, to lay the foundation of the charter of Australian workmen’s 
freedom’.15 The formal motion, however, made no reference to the underlying social 
and civic purposes of the campaign. It simply stated:

That this meeting is of opinion that the time has arrived when the system 
of eight hours per day should be introduced into the building trades, 
and that the laborious nature of the trade, and continued exposure to 
the excessive heat of the climate, loudly call for such a reform.16

13  At the next meeting John Gration contemplated the possibility that not all the other trades would 
join them and persuaded the meeting to go it alone if necessary. Ibid. p. 11.
14  Two of the principal negotiators for the employers were Abraham Linacre, contractor on the 
University site and David Mitchell, Nellie Melba’s father. See Ibid. p. 11.
15  Murphy, op. cit., p. 51.
16  Ibid. p. 52.
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Despite a little equivocation from some employers, the resolution was carried 
unanimously and the motion to commence the system on 21 April was moved 
and, after an amendment seeking a three month delay was over-ruled by Linacre 
from the chair, was passed amid general rejoicing and mutual congratulation.17 
Emboldened by the decision, the other building trades moved quickly to embrace 
the new system. The carpenters resolved to follow the masons’ lead on 2 April and 
established their own union on 16 April. The Plasterers’ Society resolved to work 
the Eight Hour system on 7 April and a day later the bricklayers signed on and 
established their own society. On 11 April a public meeting, chaired by J. T. Smith, 
the Mayor of Melbourne who offered a £20 prize for an essay on the Eight Hours 
system, endorsed the new building industry agreement and applauded the civic 
vision it embodied. Master and operative slaters embraced it on 14 April and on 19 
April, just two days before the commencement of the new regime; the Operative 
Slaters Society was formed. The painters, plumbers and coachbuilders followed 
suit on the same day.18 A committee was formed to organise the inauguration of the 
new system. Public notices announced it and specified the seasonal span of hours, 
with two hours included for meal breaks to be taken at different times in winter and 
summer.19 The day would be declared a holiday, a march would process through 
the city to be followed by a fete to mark the grand occasion, with any proceeds 
from the latter donated equally to the Melbourne Hospital and the Benevolent 
Asylum, according to customary principles of public-spirited mutuality. However, 
the demonstration and the fete had to be deferred because the only available venue, 
the Cremorne Gardens by the Yarra in Richmond, was already booked. 

According to the committee’s plan, on the morning of 21 April some seven to 
eight hundred artisans assembled near the University site and set off in orderly 
procession behind the masons, who carried just two flags, the union jack and a 
small 888 flag. The purpose was to celebrate the great ‘boon’ of the Eight Hour 
Day and, simultaneously, to ensure compliance by marching past all current 
building sites in the city. The point of this was that two contractors, Holmes on the 
Western Market and Cornish on the Parliament House site, had declined to join 
the other employers in the agreement and were still holding out. Both had said that 
they had no objection so long as the men accepted one fifth less wages, to which 
the workers replied that, in the present state of the labour market, they were ‘fairly 
entitled to at least the present rates’.20 The marchers moved down Elizabeth Street 
and via Flinders Street stopped at the Western Market where Holmes’ workers 
downed tools and joined the growing procession, as did Cornish’s when the 
demonstrators arrived at the Parliament House site. From there they moved on to 
the Belvidere Hotel where delegates reported that they had failed to meet Holmes 
and Cornish.21 A committee was formed that evening to raise money for the men 
thrown out of work by Cornish and Holmes. Spracklin, who chaired the meeting 
of bricklayers, denied that it was a strike, suggesting that ‘it was very strange 

17  Ibid. p. 53.
18  Ibid. pp. 56-58.
19  The span would be 7 am till 5 pm until 23 August each year and 6 am till 4 pm for the remaining 
months. Meals during winter would be breakfast from 9 am to 10 am and dinner 1 to 2 pm. In 
summer they would be taken from 8 to 9 and 12 to 1 respectively. See Ibid. p. 59.
20  Age, 22 April 1856, p. 3
21  Murphy, op. cit., pp. 60-63. Holmes conceded the issue later that evening. Reports of the march 
appeared in the Herald, 22 April 1856, n.p.; Age, 22 April 1856, p. 3; and Argus, 22 April 1856, p. 5.
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indeed’ if the whole of the trade could be ‘compelled to succumb to one or two 
employers’. He reminded the meeting that the employers were just as dependent 
on the employees as the workers on their masters.22 It took a formal Board of 
Inquiry to resolve the Parliament House issue. The Government, anxious to have 
the building completed, subsequently varied Cornish’s £50,000 contract by a 
further £1,700 to cover the additional wage costs of the eight rather than the ten-
hour day.23 Cornish’s recalcitrance, in a perverse way, enhanced the significance 
of the unions’ victory. It gave the official imprimatur to the Eight Hour system by 
approving it for the most prestigious of government contracts. Although it was 
not achieved on the day, it became part of the reason for union pride that they had 
established an industry-wide agreement which would not simply establish civilised 
working conditions by contemporary standards, but would become a beacon to 
workers everywhere that economic and social advancement could be won through 
intelligent and disciplined collective action. What the self-congratulation and 
associated civic pride did not acknowledge was the uncomfortable reality that the 
Eight Hour Day was built on the shifting sands of colonial prosperity. It is unlikely 
that many of the artisans or civic worthies who attended the celebration banquet 
at the Belvidere that night were much troubled by such doubts. The daily press, 
however, were not so sure.

On the morning of the march the Argus offered a discursive commentary 
on ‘The Eight Hours Question’. Addressing the ‘Demand and Supply Political 
Economist’ and the rigid application of the natural laws of the market, it considered 
the position of the worker, his hours of labour and their effects on his body, the 
effective productivity of eight versus ten hours, and the alternative of extra 
recreation time for diversions and family life. Even if he worked fewer hours and 
received less pay for a shorter week, would he be worse off, the editorial asked. 
Not necessarily so, it suggested. He might spend time in domestic recreations such 
as cultivating a garden, thus lessening his food bills. He might enjoy his family and 
other amusements, to the ultimate benefit to his health, and consequent doctors’ 
bills, especially when compared with prolonged toil in unhealthy conditions. In 
general, it thought that eight hours was sufficient time for a man to turn in as 
good a day’s work as he might do in a longer time on the job. Commending the 
moderation of the workers’ meetings and their campaign, it warned, however, that 
‘injudicious acts of a mere fraction of their number’ might breach the delicate 
balance between the interests of capital and labour. 

It behoves the intelligent artisan always to remember that, while he 
has a perfect right to say how many hours of the twenty-four he will 
devote to labour, capital is a sensitive thing – that capital upon the 
employment of which he necessarily subsists; and that if the sources 
from which it flows become once congealed by distrust, it is not a 
very easy matter to set them flowing again.24

The Herald took a different view of ‘The Procession and its Moral’. The essential 
message was that if the Eight Hours system was to work, it would be in circumstances 

22  Age, 22 April 1856, p. 3
23  John Maxwell, ‘William Crocker Cornish’ in Douglas Pike (ed.), Australian Dictionary of 
Biography, vol. 3, Carlton, Melbourne University Press, 1969, p. 464.
24  Argus, 21 April 1856, p. 4.
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dictated by supply and demand in the labour market, specifically with reference to 
immigration, a subject with which the Herald had been obsessed for some time. It 
began by speculating on the effect that news back in England about the Eight Hour 
Day would have on potential migrant artisans seeking a comfortable position in 
life. The events, it observed, bore some disturbing resemblances to rituals in the 
old country. It went on:

The proceedings, yesterday, in some respects, bore the aspect of 
intimidation; and, as such, will no doubt appear very shocking, in 
the eyes of all well-bred political economists, and all of those grave 
and enlightened persons who think that no class of men ought to 
import their follies and vices into a new country, except those who 
are in possession of a certain amount of capital and education. The 
merchant may improve upon the roguery of European trade, the 
lawyer upon the chicanery and veniality of his own antecedents, 
the physician on the quackery and empiricism that still darken the 
schools of science, and the Government may give new development 
to the arts of corruption and intrigue, and all this may be tolerated, 
and even eulogised as ‘quite colonial’, but let the working classes 
follow in the same wake, and there is no language too strong to 
denounce the depravity and the presumption of which they are 
guilty.

It continued by suggesting that, if intimidation was the objective of the march, then 
it ought be condemned and warned that colonists had always resisted intimidation 
and threats, be it from trade unionists, the Government and the Courts at Eureka 
and its aftermath or, even, Russian cannon.

It conceded that the procession was basically peaceful and that the Eight Hour 
system, if all agree as seemed the case, was a benign enough matter. However,

Does it never occur to the working men that the only possible 
means they can have, of securing the reform in the hours of work, 
arise solely and exclusively out of the paucity of their numbers, as 
compared with the demand for labour?

It could merely stimulate another wave of immigration, which would 
inevitably lead to a surplus of labour and a reduction in standards.

Why, the procession must have been a scheme of the contractors 
– a deep trick, intended to advertise to the world that there is such 
a scarcity of workmen in Melbourne that those who are here have 
it all their own way; that the golden age has come at last, in which 
nobody shall do more than amounts to pleasant exercise; and that 
we are about to establish here a Utopian happiness, which all the 
strikes of Lancashire, and all the bloody barricades of Paris could 
never conquer.

Such announcements as these are perfectly suicidal, and the eight 
hour compact will infallibly break down under the first great influx 
of carpenters and masons, who will rush into the colony as soon as 
the real state of things becomes known.
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People, it suggested, had lost their mania for immigration and now, advertisement 
of the Eight Hour system will revive the problem.

Wages were recovering themselves; provisions, clothing, fuel and 
rent, were becoming cheaper; and the working classes had a fair 
chance of getting on again, and keeping it all to themselves, when 
some stupid, mischievous blockhead – the worst enemy they ever 
had in this colony – set this agitation going; and the result will 
be that the whole fabric of their prosperity will be blown to the 
winds. Who will believe in any tale of distress or scarcity of labour, 
when he reads of processions first, and jollifications afterwards, to 
enforce a reduction of the day’s work to eight hours, and without 
any diminution in the amount of wages?

It concluded by suggesting that the agitators keep their victory quiet and not 
parade about the street, lest they and their boon be swamped by a new wave of 
immigration.25

The Age was more measured in its reflections on ‘The Labor Question’. 
It claimed to have been the first journal to encourage the workers to push the 
question of 8 hours. It warned, however, that they must take heed of the ‘natural 
laws’ of trade and not seek advantage to the detriment of others, to be sure that the 
gains are economically sustainable. It warned the workers not to be encouraged 
to impulsive action by apparent friends and supporters, certainly not false leaders 
who are themselves not working men.26

Anticipating some of this criticism about intimidation and economic vandalism, 
Galloway, writing as Chairman of the recently-established Eight Hours Labour 
League from the Belvidere Hotel on the night of 21 April, informed the editor of 
the Argus that:

As the procession of today may tend to lead the public to believe 
that a general strike had taken place for the obtainment of the Eight-
Hour system, I beg to inform you that the procession was formed 
entirely of individuals who have obtained that great blessing: but as 
the contractors for the Market and the New Houses of Parliament 
have refused to accede to our request we considered that we were not 
justified in accepting the boon from our employers unless it could 
be universal in its operation, so that all contractors may have a fair 
chance. Hence the procession above alluded to, which have come 
to the resolution that they suspend work until the above employers 
concede the unanimous request to accept of eight hours as a day’s 
work and pay the current wages as well as other employers.27

Having obtained the ‘great blessing’ they turned their attention to consolidating 
and expanding the ‘system’, to building their movement, with a little fraternal 
sniping along the way, and to the deferred gratification of celebrations at the 
Cremorne Gardens.

25  Herald, 22 April 1856, n.p.
26  Age, 23 April 1856, p. 2. It is not clear whether this is a reference to the somewhat controversial 
Dr Embling who was, erroneously, credited with coining the slogan ‘Eight Hours Labour, Eight 
Hours Recreation, Eight Hours Rest’.
27  Argus, 22 April 1856, p. 5.
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The first problem was to set a new date for the fete. They eventually decided on 
Whit Monday, which in 1856 fell on 12 May. Not only were the Cremorne Gardens 
available, it had resonances of a British popular cultural tradition that grew out of 
Pentecostal observance which, by the early 19th century, had been transformed 
into the Whit Walk where banners and bands joined in procession to a public 
place at which sports, eating, drinking and general merriment was had by all. After 
numerous committee meetings at the Belvidere an elaborate program for a grand 
procession and fete in celebration of the occasion was devised and advertised.28 The 
Vine sisters, to their father’s specifications, had fashioned the now famous blue, 
red and white banner proclaiming Eight Hours Labour, Eight Hours Recreation, 
Eight Hours Rest.29 On the morning of 12 May a cheerfully expectant collection of 
‘substantial-looking fellows’ assembled in the ‘Carlton paddock’ at the corner of 
Nicholson and Victoria streets dressed in their best clothes, carrying flags and other 
visual expressions of their exuberance. Members of the various trades that had 
so recently formed societies gathered around hastily painted banners symbolising 
their craft traditions, with the new Eight Hours banner taking pride of place. The 
Cremorne brass band competed with bagpipes and other instruments for musical 
supremacy until the marshals could persuade the twelve hundred or so cheery 
artisans to move in orderly procession through the city where thousands lined the 
streets to observe the spectacle.30 The marchers reached the Cremorne Gardens at 
1.30 pm where they were joined by other celebrants, mostly wives, children and 
friends who arrived by steamers, vehicles or on foot. Soon the grounds were ‘filled 
with a very numerous assemblage of both sexes, who seemed to have made up 
their minds for a day of enjoyment’. Numbering between two and three thousand, 
they wandered about, taking in the pleasures of the gardens as threatening clouds 
gathered. At 3.00 pm many moved into the 700 seat dinner tent, which was filled 
to capacity, providing ‘solid English fare, including plumb pudding’. Dr Embling 
MLC was supposed to chair the feast but when he did not arrive, Charles B. Vine, 
Chairman of the Committee assumed the role. He announced that there would be 
speeches by Councillor Findlay and Mr Burtt, then launched into a speech of his 
own to propose a method of regulating skilled migration from Britain on the basis 
of advice from Victoria. The report recorded the jollifiers’ response. 

The tent having been voted unsuited to the display of oratory, and, 
indeed, a very marked indisposition to listen to any having been 
manifested, a general movement was made towards the music 
pavilion in the centre of the gardens; the band struck up, and there 
was soon a pretty general dance. It was evident the people had got 
the measure for which they had for some time been agitating, and 
were not disposed for a repetition of the old arguments at that time. 
As it was getting cold, the dance was still more sedulously engaged 
in, and though Messrs Findlay and Burtt were now present, they and 
the committee very wisely determined upon giving the good folks 

28  A copy of the handbill advertising the occasion is reproduced in Michael Cannon, Life in the 
Cities: Australia in the Victorian Age: 3, South Melbourne, Thomas Nelson, 1975, p. 250.
29  For an account of the banner’s design and construction see Murphy, op. cit., pp. 72-77.
30  The following account of the procession and fete is drawn from Ibid. pp. 80-88; Age, 13 May 
1856, p. 3; and Argus, 13 May 1856, p. 5.
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their own way, and reserving themselves for the next occasion.31

They had paid 3/6 for the dinner and the day’s diversions. Worthy speeches could 
be had for free at any time.

Ladies were served ‘a sumptuous tea’ in the refreshment tent and ‘assiduously 
attended by the gentlemen of the party’. Dancing resumed with ‘unabated vigor’. 
Later on, a pyrotechnic display, with artillery, re-enacted the bombardment of 
Sebastopol. The clouds finally dropped a little rain, sufficient, at least, to dampen 
excessive martial ardour for the Imperial cause, and the happy throng drifted 
homeward. After expenses, there was a surplus of £248, which the Committee, 
as promised, divided equally between the hospital and asylum, and pronounced 
themselves well pleased. 

They had run and won an intelligent and unified campaign. They had 
successfully linked their common cause with the public good, celebrated it with 
collective conviviality, and directed the surplus to the mutual benefit of all. The 
Eight Hour Day victory symbolised more than a new regime of working life that 
enhanced the concurrent expansion of a rudimentary democratic citizenship. It 
affirmed an ongoing cultural tradition in the labour movement that expressed the 
intersecting themes of collectivism, mutuality and sociability. It asserted the self-
respecting dignity of labour.

The campaign’s success gave organised labour greater momentum in its efforts 
to organise workers. Tradesmen in numerous other occupations followed the 
building industry workers in setting up societies for their trade or Eight Hour Day 
Labour Leagues. A Trades Hall Committee was established and, in 1858 was given 
a Crown Land Grant of one acre on the corner of Victoria and Lygon streets Carlton 
South. A Trades Hall and Literary Institute building was erected on the site in 1859 
and became the home of the Trades Hall Council. The original Hall was replaced, 
in stages, by the current buildings between 1875 and the 1960s. The THC served 
as the ‘parliament of labour’, albeit only for skilled craft labour in its earlier years. 
In co-ordinating collective activities, debating and resolving inter-union disputes 
and providing advocacy for the ‘labour interest’ in the public sphere, it was a 
continuing expression of the movement’s determination to manage its own affairs, 
despite recurring scepticism about its capacity to do so effectively.32

The Eight Hour Day was celebrated with an annual procession on 21 April and 
in 1879 the Berry government formally declared it a public holiday. The spectacle 
of workers marching proudly behind their elaborate trade union banners attracted 
tens of thousands of onlookers each year, although it began a slow decline after 
the First World War. The date of the holiday was twice altered in the twentieth 
century, in 1927 and 1949. In 1934 Eight Hours Day was renamed Labour Day. By 
the early 1950s it had become an empty ritual with declining support from union 
members and in 1955 was superseded by the Moomba march.33 The monument that 
now stands opposite Trades Hall was unveiled in 1903 near Parliament House and 
was moved to its present location in 1924 where it still serves as an initial rallying 
point for demonstrations and marches.

31  Age, 13 May 1856, p. 3.
32  For a short outline of the Victorian Trades Hall Council’s history see the relevant entry in Andrew 
Brown-May and Shurlee Swain (eds), The Encyclopedia of Melbourne, Port Melbourne, Cambridge 
University Press, 2005.
33  Ibid. for entry on the Eight Hours’ Day Movement.
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The fate of the Eight Hour working day, however, is a much more complicated 
story that is beyond the scope of this introductory chapter. Once it had become the 
standard in Melbourne unions used it to organise workers in regional centres such 
as Geelong, Portland, Bendigo and Ballarat. Coghlan suggests that ‘… before the 
year 1856 had closed, eight hours was generally recognised as the length of the 
working day throughout Victoria’.34 However, at the first signs of a weaker labour 
market in any trade, employers pressed for a return of the ten hour day. In 1858, for 
example, while some trades won the Eight Hour Day with a reduction in wages, the 
masons had several strikes over employers’ attempts to reduce wages, introduce 
sub-contracting and reintroduce the ten hour day. They sent £50 to England to pay 
a speaker to dissuade British masons from emigration.35 In response, the employers 
simply shifted their focus. Coghlan observes:

The contractors sent an agent to Germany who engaged 450 men at 
9s. 6d. per day of ten hours. The first batch of 200 German masons 
arrived in November 1859. They were met by the Melbourne 
masons who explained the cause of the dispute, from the point of 
view of the local union. The newcomers expressed their intention 
of taking no action inimical to their fellow-tradesmen in Victoria, 
and the Victorian masons became their hosts, until they could settle 
themselves in their new homes.36

Despite them having signed contracts in Germany the masons refused to 
renew them in Melbourne and most took up agricultural work. ‘The employers 
prosecuted eight of them for breach of contract under the Master and Servants Act; 
these were all convicted and sentenced to the maximum penalty of three months’ 
imprisonment.’37 The union had spent a considerable amount on the defence and 
maintenance of the German masons and by the time the second group arrived their 
funds had decreased ‘…and in the end the employers were practically victorious, 
except in regard to the hours of labour. On that question the opinion of the workers 
in Victoria was very strong.’38 It was a salutary reminder that for all the sweet 
reason and ‘moral suasion’ of the Eight Hour Pioneers, workers had to sell their 
skills and energies in a labour market. Unless the invisible hand of market forces 
was constrained by a theory of moral sentiments to sustain community standards 
of common civic decency, employers like Holmes and Cornish would seek a 
competitive advantage through longer hours and lower wages. It was ever thus.

34  Coghlan, op. cit., p. 728.
35  Ibid. p. 737.
36  Ibid. p. 737-8.
37  Ibid. p. 738.
38  Ibid.
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Members of the Ballarat Branch of the Victorian Railways Union, with their banner, assembled on 
Eight Hours Day. Photograph: Eden Studios Ballarat. Source: Museum Victoria

The Australian Bank Employees Union takes to the streets during the ‘It’s 9 for Mine’ campaign in 
pursuit of a nine day fortnight, 1982. Source: The Eight Hour Day 150th Anniversary Committee



The Ambiguous Legacy of Samuel Duncan Parnell: 
The Eight Hour Day in New Zealand

Kerry Taylor

Samuel Duncan Parnell is one of the most recognisable names in New Zealand 
labour history. Unlike the other contenders for the title he was not a Labour Prime 
Minister such as Michael Joseph Savage or Peter Fraser.1 Nor was he a trade union 
leader like Fintan Patrick Walsh, the Black Prince, or Jim Roberts, the uncrowned 
King of the New Zealand labour movement.2 Rather, Parnell’s name is inextricably 
linked to the eight hour day. His grave in Wellington’s Bolton Street Cemetery 
describes him as the ‘Father of the Eight Hour Day. Whose Direct Action in 1840 
Pioneered the Establishment of the 8 Hours Day for All Workers.’3 This chapter 
briefly recounts the Parnell story. It then discusses the subsequent transformation 
of Parnell into a labour legend, briefly notes the legislative entrenchment of the 
eight hour day in New Zealand and finally raises some issues which suggest that 
the legacy of Parnell is perhaps more complicated than conventional storytelling 
generally concedes. The legacy of Parnell has been fragile and in many ways 
highly ambiguous.

The Parnell Story

A standardised version of the Samuel Duncan Parnell story is briefly recounted in 
a wide range of New Zealand history sources. Among the most accessible accounts 
are: Bert Roth’s Trade Unions in New Zealand; James Belich’s Paradise Reforged; 
the entry by Roth in volume one of the Dictionary of New Zealand Biography; and 
on the History-Net site of the Ministry of Culture and Heritage.4 The detail of the 
accounts provided in these, and most other sources, seldom differs in substance 
and the tone is generally one of admiration for Parnell’s heroic achievement. 

1  Barry Gustafson, From the Cradle to the Grave: A Biography of Michael Joseph Savage, Auckland, 
Reed Methuen, 1986; Michael Bassett and Michael King, Tomorrow Comes the Song: A Life of Peter 
Fraser, Auckland, Penguin, 2001.
2  Graeme Hunt, Black Prince: The Biography of Fintan Patrick Walsh, Auckland, Penguin, 2004; 
Anna Green, ‘Roberts, James’, Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, vol. 4, Auckland, Auckland 
University Press/Department of Internal Affairs, 1998, pp. 434-436. All DNZB articles are now 
available on the web at: www.dnzb.govt.nz
3  The grave is located in the upper section of the cemetery between the Sydney Street and George 
White paths. The cemetery is now known as the Bolton Street Memorial Park and has a well marked 
memorial heritage trail. See, Bolton Street Memorial Park: Memorial Trail Route Guide, no date or 
publisher.
4  Bert Roth, Trade Unions in New Zealand: Past and Present, Wellington, Reed, 1973, p. 3; James 
Belich, Paradise Reforged: A history of the New Zealanders from the 1880s to the year 2000, 
Auckland, Allen Lane, 2001, p. 133; Herbert Roth, ‘Parnell, Samuel Duncan’, Dictionary of New 
Zealand Biography, vol. 1, Wellington, Allen & Unwin/Department of Internal Affairs, 1990, pp. 
333-335; http://www.nzhistory.net.nz/politics/labourday. For a recent example see Bronwyn Dalley 
and Gavin McLean (eds), Frontier of Dreams: the Story of New Zealand, Auckland, Hodder Moa, 
2005, p. 114. 
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Parnell was born in London in 1810 and during the 1830s trained there as 
a carpenter and joiner. In 1839 he bought for himself, and his wife, a passage 
out to New Zealand with the first wave of New Zealand Company immigrants 
who established the settlement of Wellington. He arrived at Britannia Beach (now 
Petone) on the Duke of Roxburgh in February 1840. During the journey one of his 
fellow passengers, the merchant, George Hunter, asked Parnell to erect a store for 
him in the new settlement. Parnell agreed, but on the condition that he worked 
only eight hours a day, starting at 8am. Hunter originally rejected this, suggesting 
‘You know Mr Parnell in London the bell rang at six o’clock, if the men were not 
there they lost a quarter of a day’. Parnell replied ‘very well Mr Hunter if you do 
not agree I cannot help you. I have plenty to do so must wish you good day.’ In a 
context of labour scarcity, in particular skilled labour, Hunter had little option but 
to bend to new colonial reality and agree to Parnell’s terms. An eight hour day was 
secured.5

The story continues that Parnell convinced the other carpenters – there were 
three in total – to also work only eight hours. He is also said to have met incoming 
ships and outlined the local conditions to new arrivals. In effect a local industrial 
relations system was born from this informal practice. In October 1840 a meeting 
of Wellington carpenters formalised the system at a meeting in a local public 
house. The gathered workers resolved to work eight hours a day, and additionally 
that any offenders against this practice would be ducked in the Wellington harbour. 
Roth suggests that the eight hour day became a standard condition across the 
settlement, but not without resistance from employers.6 The last serious opposition 
was shattered in 1841 when labourers building a road between Wellington and 
the Hutt Valley downed tools because they were asked to work longer hours.7 
The strike was successful and from there the word, and practice, spread beyond 
Wellington. Nelson, another New Zealand Company settlement, was established 
in 1842 with eight hours as the norm.8 

The eight-hour issue was also an important one for the southern settlement 
of Otago founded in late 1848. Otago-bound workers had secured an agreement 
for a shorter working day on the passage out, but on arrival officials of the 
Otago Association tried to renege on the agreement. There was intensive worker 
resistance to this back-sliding, which was led by a painter named Samuel Shaw. 
Several public meetings were held early in 1849 to reassert the workers’ demand 
for the shorter working day and the resistance lead officials of the Association 
to very reluctantly accept the terms of the original agreement and concede the 
eight hour day.9 W.E. Murphy, the first historian of the eight-hour movement in 
Australia, gives a somewhat lyrical account of the Otago development, rich in 
organic metaphor. 

5  Parnell wrote a brief account of the incident in 1890 and this has been quoted here. See Samuel 
Duncan Parnell, A Short Narrative in Connection with the Eight Hours Labour in New Zealand, 1890, 
MS Papers 0464, Alexander Turnbull Library. Bert Roth’s account of Parnell’s life in the Dictionary 
of New Zealand Biography is the most comprehensive secondary source and has also been drawn on 
in this paragraph. From time to time alternative candidates for the title ‘father of the eight hour day’ 
have been posited. Roth has convincingly argued that Parnell’s name deserves its prime position.
6  Roth, ‘Parnell, Samuel Duncan’, p. 334.
7  Ibid. p. 334.
8  Evening Post, 26 October 1963.
9  See Erik Olssen, ‘Shaw, Samuel’, Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, vol 1, Wellington, Allen 
& Unwin/Department of Internal Affairs, 1990, p. 393. 
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Amidst the sound of axes of the woodmen and the swish of the breaksaw, 
as they drove through the green forest trees, the measure of Eight Hours 
as the toilers limit in the new world first reverberated through the dense 
New Zealand bush – the harbinger of brighter days…10

His classic account is largely silent on the Wellington practice preceding this 
southern development by eight years. While the name of Parnell does appear in 
Murphy’s text, it is mislabelled as Mr D.S Parnell. Murphy seems hazy on the 
precise details of the Wellington scene, noting an 1851 settler account of Parnell 
as ‘fostering’ the eight hour system, but leaving the clear impression this was a 
development after the Otago breakthrough.11

Auckland, as in so many things, was behind the times and became the last 
major centre where a section of the workforce achieved an eight hours day. In 1857 
a former chartist, William Griffin, was the prime mover for Auckland carpenters 
achieving the holy grail of an eight hour day. The recent victory of Melbourne 
building workers was clearly a key stimulant in the final push for an eight-hour for 
Auckland carpenters.12

The Making of a Labour Legend

Despite the remarkable story of achievement and the ripple effect it had on 
the conditions of other New Zealand workers, Samuel Duncan Parnell did not 
immediately become a household name in the colony of New Zealand, even in 
labour movement circles. In fact he played little part in the formal labour movement 
during the rest of his life. In 1843 he purchased 100 acres of land in Karori (now 
part of Wellington City) and worked for most of his life as a farmer.13 The process 
of creating what can fairly be described as the Parnell legend took place during 
the late 1880s and it was consolidated in the 1890s. The context is crucial to this 
process.

The 1880s saw considerable growth in the size and significance of the New 
Zealand trade union movement. Accompanying this there was an associated push 
for protective legislation and the regulation of working conditions.14 Among the 
range of claims was legislative provision for the eight hour day. In 1882 both 
Auckland and Dunedin saw large public meetings around the issue of the eight 
hour day. This sparked a process of annual demonstration days held in many 
centres which ultimately became more explicitly formalised as Labour Day.15 

The same year saw the introduction of a bill to legislate for the eight hour day. 
The 1882 Bill, arising from the public meeting noted above, was a succinct single 
clause; it sought the eight hour day for all employees, ‘whether the occupation be 

10  W.E. Murphy, History of the Eight Hour Movement, vol 1, Melbourne, Spectator Publishing, 1896, 
pp. 15-19. 
11  Ibid. p. 36. The continued influence of Murphy was apparent at the conference from which this 
volume is derived. In conversation with the author several individuals had some knowledge of the 
Otago experience and noted the significance of 1848.
12  See Herbert Roth, ‘Griffin, William’, Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, vol. 1, Wellington, 
Allen & Unwin/Department of Internal Affairs, 1990, p. 164.
13  Roth, ‘Parnell, Samuel Duncan’, p. 334.
14  For a discussion see John Martin, Holding the Balance: a History of New Zealand’s Department of 
Labour 1891-1995, Christchurch, Canterbury University Press, 1996, Chapter 1.
15  Bert Roth, ‘Labour Day in New Zealand’, in John E. Martin and Kerry Taylor (eds), Culture and 
the Labour Movement: Essays in New Zealand Labour History, Dunmore Press, Palmerston North, 
1991, pp. 305-6.
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of a mental or physical nature’.16 The Bill did not have majority support and was 
defeated, a pattern repeated with monotonous regularity in the subsequent two 
decades. Some opponents saw the measure as unnecessary due to the already wide 
spread informal eight-hour system. Others took a stronger view: the influential 
New Zealand Times saw it as a case of the ‘evil of over legislation’,17 a viewpoint 
that would be all too familiar to those living through industrial reforms a century 
later. However, despite sponsorship by some political heavyweights including 
George Grey, Richard Seddon and William Pember Reeves, none of the attempts 
to pass a universal eight hour statute was successful in this period. 

In this context Parnell’s story again came to the fore, a turn of events greatly 
assisted by the fact he was still alive and living in Wellington. Parnell played some 
part in resurrecting the issue and placing himself firmly at the centre of the New 
Zealand eight-hour story. He had published a version in the New Zealand Times in 
187818 and nearly a decade later, in 1887, he addressed the Wellington Trades and 
Labour Council on the issue.19 The momentum built especially after the Parnell 
story gained wider public attention in 1889 when it was retold in a letter to the 
editor in the Evening Post, the capital’s main newspaper. The correspondent drew 
attention to the 50th anniversary of Parnell’s deeds the following year, when the 
anniversary of the city was also to be celebrated. This local Wellington dynamic 
coincided with the decision to hold the first nationally co-ordinated celebration of 
Labour or Eight Hour Day on 28 October 1890. Previously, different centres had 
celebrated the spirit of the movement on different days in the calendar.20

Parnell became the star turn at the Wellington celebration. He was heralded as 
a hero of the labour movement and was the focal point of the parade from the city 
centre to Newtown Park. He headed the procession sitting on a horse drawn cart. 
At the conclusion of the parade Parnell was presented with an illuminated address 
in which his ‘noble efforts’ were lauded. The address by F.C Millar, chair of the 
Labour Day Demonstration Committee, stated: 

We, the labouring class of Wellington on behalf of ourselves and fellow 
workers in other parts of New Zealand esteem it a great privilege to have 
you living in our midst … We recognise in you a gentleman who … 
[was]  instrumental in initiating the system of eight hours constituting 
a days [sic] work. By so doing you are truly entitled to be designated 
the father of the eight hour movement, a boon now beginning to be 
appreciated in all civilised parts of the known world.21

Parnell himself was too fragile to speak to the crowd but a text he prepared was 
read to the crowd. He wrote, ‘I feel happy today because the seed sown so many 
years ago is bearing fruit and the chord struck at Petone fifty years ago is vibrating 
round the world.’22

16  A copy of the Bill can be found in the papers of Bert Roth at the Alexander Turnbull Library, 94-
1006-29/03.
17  New Zealand Times, 8 June 1882.
18  Roth, ‘Parnell, Samuel’, p. 334.
19  New Zealand Worker, 22 October 1930.
20  Roth, ‘Labour Day in New Zealand’, pp. 307-308.
21  The full text of the illuminated address is reproduced in Henry Potter, Samuel Duncan Parnell: the 
Founder of the Eight Hours System, Wellington, Evening Post, 1891.
22  Ibid.
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Tragically Parnell, by then 
80 years old, died a few 
weeks after the triumphal 
day. The amplification 
of the legend began in 
earnest. A local paper 
suggested that ‘Many a 
man who has done less 
for his fellow creatures 
has been interred with 
all the honours of funeral 
pomp and ceremony in 
St Paul’s or Westminster 
Abbey.’23 The Wellington 
City Council accorded 
him a public funeral 
and the event was 
attended by thousands of 
Wellingtonians. Parnell’s 
body was carried through 
the streets by members 
of the Carpenters’ Union 
and laid to rest in the 
Bolton Street cemetery.24 
A Memorial Committee 
was established which 
included a cross-section of 
local notables including the Mayor, the Secretary of the Trades Council, a member 
of Parliament and a local businessman. The committee coordinated the collection 
of public subscriptions and in 1893 an official memorial was unveiled. It took the 
form of a bronze portrait of Parnell set in a marble slab and was erected above 
a drinking fountain on the wall of the Wellington Public Library. We will return 
to the memorial in a moment, as the history of the physical memorials to Samuel 
Duncan Parnell tells us much about the ambiguous legacy of Parnell and the eight 
hour day. But first, a brief mention of the legislative recognition of the eight hour 
day in New Zealand which came after Parnell’s death.

Legislation for the Eight hour day

During the nineteenth century the eight hour day was achieved due to informal 
arrangements made directly with the employer, especially by skilled workers such 
as carpenters. There was no protection of the condition in legislation, and the 
extent that even skilled workers lived in a working class paradise and enjoyed 
the eight hour day is no doubt exaggerated in many accounts.25 When attempts to 

23  Evening Post, 6 April 1891.
24  Evening Post, 22 December 1890.
25  Like Australia a progressive character is often ascribed to the colony. Few would go so far as 
pioneer labour historian J.D. Salmond who claimed that ‘Almost every immigrant was a reformer, 
conscious or unconscious, resolved to prevent, at least in part, a repeat of old world evils in a new 

Samuel Duncan Parnell, 1890
1/1-020462; G, Alexander Turnbull Library, Henry
Charles Clarke Wright Collection (PAColl-5032)
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legislate began in 1882 some Members of Parliament argued that legislation was 
unnecessary. Certainly there was nothing like a consensus for a universal eight 
hour system and most of the bills introduced in this and subsequent years lapsed.26 
Even the much vaunted New Zealand Liberals were at times contradictory and 
ambiguous on the issue of a universal eight-hour system. In 1896 Richard Seddon, 
later Liberal Premier of New Zealand, argued that legislating for an eight hour day 
in some industries would be inappropriate.27

The establishment of the eight hour day via legislation occurred through a 
series of incremental steps, driven in part by a degree of gender and age-based 
paternalism, not uncharacteristic of the era as a whole, but also reflecting industry 
specific dynamics. In 1886 boys in mines were the first to get a legislated eight 
hour day. In 1891 the provision was extended to adult miners. In 1894 the Shops 
and Office Assistants Act set eight hours as a maximum working day for women 
and children. New Zealand public servants achieved the eight hour day in 1900 
via the Public Contracts Act. The picture was extended again the following year 
by the 1901 Factories Act, which effectively made the eight hour day mandatory 
for male workers in industry. The last major step came with the first New Zealand 
Labour government which in 1936 legislated for the forty hour week and in theory 
made the eight hour day a standard minimum condition in all awards.28 As we shall 
see this was a theoretical rather than actual state of affairs, as there was never a 
situation when all New Zealand workers in practice enjoyed the experience of an 
eight hour day.

An Ambiguous Legacy

The ambiguous legacy referred to in the title of this chapter has a number of 
elements. It relates to both the memory of Parnell and the memorialising of him. 
Sadly, it also has resonance in the subsequent history of the eight hour day in New 
Zealand. 

Labour Day in New Zealand was enshrined as a statutory public holiday in 
1899. For a time Labour Day celebrations continued to have the struggle for the 
eight hour day as a major theme, and in this context there would frequently be a 
recitation of the Parnell story.29 However, just a few decades into the twentieth 
century Labour Day was, for most, simply another public holiday denuded of 
all political meaning and any reference to the eight-hour movement and Parnell 
disappeared. Bert Roth notes, with both irony and regret, that Labour Day in New 
Zealand became better known in popular culture as the appropriate time to plant 
tomatoes than as an occasion to celebrate past struggles.30 From time to time over 
the course of the century the press, the labour movement and even, in 1979, the 
Social Credit Political League, would retell the story of Parnell on Labour Day and 
bemoan the lack of attention to New Zealand’s past. In these moments there was a 

land…’. Attempts to limit hours of work were cited as ‘direct evidence’ of this trend. These views 
were echoed by Conrad Bollinger. See J.D. Salmond, New Zealand Labour’s Pioneering Days, 
Auckland, Forward Press, 1950, p. 7. For Bollinger see People’s Voice, 19 October 1955.
26  New Zealand Monthly Review, August 1962, pp. 12-13.
27  New Zealand Parliamentary Debates, vol. 96, 1896, p. 100.
28  For a succinct discussion of the development of legislation for the eight hour day see Alexander 
Szakats, Introduction to the Law of Employment, Wellington, Butterworths, 1975, pp. 172-174.
29  Roth, ‘Parnell, Samuel Duncan’, p. 335.
30  Roth, ‘Labour Day in New Zealand’, pp. 310-313. 
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conscious attempt to keep the Parnell story alive.31 
The physical memorials to Parnell had a similarly chequered history and a 

discussion of the memorials to Samuel Duncan Parnell could easily be labelled 
‘Missing in Action’, for that is what in fact occurred on a number of occasions. 
In 1930 a striking bronze bust of Parnell was presented to the Wellington Trades 
Council by the Wellington Carpenters’ Union, a gesture designed to cement the 
link between its particular trade and the eight hour day. The bust sat proudly and 
prominently on a shelf overlooking the main meeting room of Trades Hall with 
Parnell symbolically overseeing the efforts of contemporary unionists. However 
Samuel Duncan Parnell, in bust form at least, literally disappeared in 1973. The 
bust was removed from the Trades hall meeting room by persons unknown and 
never recovered.32

The grave of Parnell was another tangible physical symbol with a chequered 
history. For a time after his death the graveside in the Bolton Street cemetery was 
a gathering place for an annual Labour Day memorial event. This faded out over 
time, and so too did the regular upkeep on the grave. Over time the site became 
so dilapidated that people struggled to find it. In the early 1960s the Wellington 
Building Trades Union sought to remedy the situation, commissioning a solid new 
head stone for the grave. This was unveiled on Labour Day 1961 and for a time 
the graveside Labour Day tradition of celebrating Parnell’s life was revived in 
Wellington.33 However within a few years this tradition again went into abeyance 
and the grave and memory of Parnell once again slipped out of active labour 
tradition. Soon, direct access to Parnell’s last resting place was hampered by 
something more dramatic than simple neglect. During the late 1960s construction 
began on a four lane highway through the middle of the Bolton Street cemetery. 
While Parnell was spared the indignity of being dug up and re-interred, access to 
the grave was difficult for quite some time.34

The fate of the publicly subscribed memorial to Parnell referred to earlier 
was even more bizarre. As early as 1902 things were looking somewhat grim: 
the drinking fountain was described by a local newspaper as ‘useless’ and the 
memorial ‘disgracefully dilapidated’.35 Early in the twentieth century Wellington 
City built a new public library and Parnell’s wider currency had clearly dissipated. 
While the original marble and bronze memorial was saved prior to the demolition 
of the old library, the City Council had no desire to re-incorporate it in the new 
building. Instead, the memorial found its way to the Wellington Trades Hall in 
Vivian Street where it was dumped in the basement boiler room and left to gather 
dust and more serious grime. Knowledge of the location of the memorial was 
limited to the caretaker and a small handful of individuals working in Trades Hall. 
In 1973, shortly after the disappearance of the bronze bust of Parnell, the marble 
and bronze memorial also went missing.36 One is tempted to speculate about an 
underground market in Parnell memorabilia, or perhaps a bronze smelting ring 

31  See for example Evening Post 26 October 1963; Evening Star (Dunedin) 22 October 1962; 
Wairarapa Times-Age, 25 October 1972; NZRTA Journal, November 1972; Evening Post, 7 March 
1974; Dominion, 23 October 1979; New Zealand Building Worker, October/December 1987.
32  Evening Post, 7 March 1974.
33  Evening Post, 5 December 1961.
34  New Zealand Herald, 28 October 1968.
35  Evening Post, 8 October 1902.
36  Evening Post, 7 March 1974.
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found operating in 1970s Wellington. Yet the real fate of the memorial is perhaps 
even more bizarre than these possibilities.

The memorial reappeared some fifteen years after its disappearance. It was found 
to be securely located in the lounge room of a former official of the Carpenters’ 
Union. It had literally been bricked into his lounge wall for safe keeping. Several 
years of rather delicate negotiations ensued to prize the memorial back into a public 
space. Prompted by the 1990 celebration of the sesquicentenary of New Zealand 
and the centenary of Labour Day, agreement was reached to put the memorial back 
in the public domain. With the assistance of the local Trade Union History Project 
and the Carpenters’ Union, Parnell’s memorial was again symbolically unveiled on 
May Day 1993. It was located in a restored chapel in Bolton Street cemetery that 
served as a museum of the cemetery site. At the unveiling, the lessons of Parnell’s 
stand on Petone beach were reasserted, a timely and not accidental reference given 
the disastrous impact that the National Government’s Employment Contracts Act 
was having on the working conditions of New Zealanders. The legacy of Parnell 
and the labour movement was under full-scale assault.37 

If the preservation of Parnell’s story and memorials to it was haphazard and 
full of ambiguity, so too was the experience of the eight hour day by New Zealand 
workers. In the early 1930s the Communist International sarcastically referred to 
New Zealand as the Paradise of the Second International. Not all New Zealand 
workers would have recognised their conditions within this paradigm, even after 
the Labour Government’s introduction of the forty hour week. Some workers were 
temporarily excluded from the new universal norm in 1936 and had to lobby hard 
to be brought into the new era. Shop assistants in particular felt betrayed, having 
been told that they needed to wait for a reduction in hours, despite being a major 
trade union affiliate of the Labour Party. For the shop assistants a further decade of 
struggle was required before a forty hour week was achieved.38

A second caveat to the notion of a paradise is that many workers continued 
to be excluded from the eight hour day even when it was provided for as a norm 
in statute. Legislation allowed for industries in ‘exceptional’ positions to require 
longer standard working days. At various periods the list of exceptional occupations 
included: agricultural workers, hospital workers, transport workers, journalists, 
musicians, hotel and restaurant workers, theatre employees, and bakers.39

A third caveat is that for many New Zealand workers the mythical family 
wage, which assumed that a man’s wage alone should be sufficient to support 
a family, could only be achieved with the help of structural overtime work. In a 
1962 discussion of the eight hour day Bert Roth notes the reality, suggesting ‘the 
eight hour day itself has become a mockery when workers cannot decently raise a 
family without overtime and allowing their wives to work.’40

By the end of the twentieth century the situation had become even worse as 
the awards system that governed wages and conditions was dismantled by the 
Employment Contracts Act. Under the Act it was now a matter for employers 
and workers to set ‘mutually agreed’ terms and the whole notion of legislative 

37  Evening Post, 26 April 1993.
38  See Kevin Hince, Opening Hours: A History of the Wellington Shop Employees Union, 
Wellington, Central Distribution Union, 1990.
39  Szakats, Introduction to the Law of Employment, pp. 176-181.
40  New Zealand Monthly Review, August 1962, pp. 12-13.
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protection of minimum standards ceased to be at the centre of the industrial relations 
system. The 1983 Minimum Wage Act, which still stipulated a forty-hour week, 
was amended in 1991 to allow workers to ‘agree’ with their employers to work 
longer hours.41 Sadly, given the thrust of current industrial policy in Australia, and 
its reproduction of the worst excesses of the ‘New Zealand experiment’,42 it may 
well be a case of welcome to the ambiguous legacy of Samuel Duncan Parnell!

41  Richard Rudman, New Zealand Employment Law Guide, Auckland, CCH New Zealand, 2002, p. 75.
42  Jane Kelsey, The New Zealand Experiment: a world model for structural adjustment?, Auckland 
University Press, Auckland, 1997.
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The Traditions and Significance of the Eight Hour Day 
for Building Unionists in Victoria, 1856-90

Jeff Rich

In this chapter I discuss the uses made by nineteenth century Victorian building 
unionists of the Eight Hour Day as a social symbol. Today, Melbourne has several 
monuments which remind citizens of the building workers’ association with the 
Eight Hour Day. A plaque at Melbourne University’s Law School commemorates 
the masons who began the campaign there in 1856. Outside the Trades Hall building 
a statue celebrates the three eights – eight hours each of rest, recreation and labour. 
In the Melbourne General Cemetery, a monument, originally erected in the 1870s, 
but refurbished in the last decade, honours James Galloway as a founder of the Eight 
Hour Day. Until 1952, the building workers’ achievement of the Eight Hour Day 
was the occasion of an anniversary march through Melbourne’s streets. Although 
today only the Labour day holiday reminds us of this celebration, when Brian 
Fitzpatrick wrote his Short history of the Australian labour movement, in which the 
sole discussion of the building industry is an account of the events of April 1856, 
the tradition of commemorating the eight hour victory on Melbourne’s streets still 
linked popular memory and popular history. Before 1914 and the development 
of the Anzac legend, the Eight Hour Day festival was one of Australia’s major 
annual celebrations. ‘Few working class festivals,’ Reeves and Stephen wrote, 
‘have acquired the stature and popularity Australian Eight Hour Day celebrations 
achieved during the nineteenth century’.1

Through this celebration the Eight Hour Day acquired a cultural meaning much 
richer than any mere industrial condition. Thomas Charge, the painters’ unionist, 
described it as a ‘religious sentiment’.2 The sentiment, however, had political uses, 
both in assisting unions to make claims on society, and in the competition for power 
and status within Melbourne’s union movement. This chapter traces those webs of 
significance that the building unionists spun around their boon.3

1  J A. Stephen and A. Reeves, Badges of labour, banners of pride: aspects of working class 
celebration, Sydney, George Allen & Unwin, 1985, p. 8. For extended discussion of the history of 
building workers in the colonial period, see J. Rich, ‘Victorian Building Workers and Unions, 1856-
90’, PhD. ANU 1993.
2  Carlton Advertiser, 17 June 1882.
3  Major discussions of the Eight Hour Day are, K. Inglis, The Australian colonists: an exploration 
in social history, 1788-1870, Melbourne, Melbourne University Press, 1974, pp. 117-25; A. Mancini, 
‘Eight hours day banners of Victoria,’ MA, University of Melbourne, 1984; Reeves and Stephen, 
Badges of Labour; A. Reeves, Another day, another dollar: working lives in Australian history, 
Melbourne, Murdoch, 1988; Hughes, ‘Eight hours day and the development of the labour movement in 
Victoria in the 1850s’, Historical Studies, 9 (36), 1961, pp. 396-412; G. Serle, Golden Age: a history of 
the colony of Victoria 1851-1861, Melbourne, Melbourne University Press, 1971, pp. 208-15.
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The Eight Hour Day and Improvement of Working Class Life

Was there not something more in man than mere blood, and bone, and 
muscle? (Hear, hear) ... Unless the hours of labor were shortened, the 
hours of life would be so. Mr. Leaver, carpenter, 1856.4

The Eight Hour Day was the most potent social symbol of the Victorian labour 
movement, especially for the building unionists who elevated a simple working 
condition to a ‘sacred gift of time’.5 The masons’ unionists’ fierce resistance to 
working eight and three-quarter hours a day to gain a Saturday half holiday in 
the 1870s had its origins, at least in part, in this sacredness.6 The eight hour day 
was symbolically powerful because it expressed common hopes and subsumed 
conflicting goals. As Gollan put it, ‘as a policy common to all unionists it was a 
link between organisations which in other respects were separatist, sectional, and 
jealous of their independence. The celebration of the eight hour day was merely the 
most vivid expression of this community of interest’.7 For example, in the 1880s, 
while some union advocates of direct labour representation in Parliament pointed 
to the festival crowds as proof of the likely success of labour candidates, more 
cautious heads understood that not everyone at the celebrations would vote that 
way. Identification with that symbol did not mean agreement on other principles.8

The ‘glorious boon’, as the unionists commonly referred to the Eight Hour 
Day, was the vehicle for a range of social values and ideas on how shorter working 
days would improve workers’ lives. The most direct impact of shorter hours was 
on improved working conditions. Building workers intended the Eight Hour Day 
to improve their position in the labour market. They believed that shorter hours for 
an individual meant more work for the whole group. The proposal emerged from 
discussions among masons on how to tackle the problems of unemployment in late 
1855.9 The lever on the labour market so given would, they hoped, help to control 
overtime and piecework, and to maintain high wages. Shorter hours were believed 
to be physically necessary in Australia’s hot climate.10 

Changed working conditions alone cannot explain the depth and intensity 
of workers’ commitment to this ‘sacred gift of time’. Unionists made sweeping 
claims for the social impact of the eight hour day. Shorter hours were said to be 
one of the greatest social reforms of the nineteenth century, or even the history of 
civilisation.11 Unionists believed that shorter hours provided some release from 
the domination of life by labour. When arguing for the eight hours system at a 
masons’ meeting in 1856, George Sparks said:

the average age of a mason at home is 55 or 6 years but in this 

4  Age, 27 March 1856.
5  Inglis, Australian Colonists, p. 117.
6  Operative Masons Society (OMS), Report into the origin of the eight hours movement, pp. 13-4.
7  R. Gollan, Radical and working class politics: a study of Eastern Australia 1850-1900, Melbourne, 
Melbourne University Press,1967, p. 75.
8  Age, 25 November 1885; Gollan, Radical and Working Class Politics, pp. 72-5
9  OMS, Report into the origin of the eight hours movement, p. 16, recollection of Thomas Williams; 
Best, carpenter, Age, 27 March 1856; OMS, Fortnightly Returns, 8 September 1856.
10  Thomas Smith, mason, Age, 27 March 1856; George Sparks, Scrapbook, MS, Latrobe Library; 
Report of Board respecting additional cost of Houses of Parliament in consequence of the eight hours 
system, VPP, 1856-7, v. 4, no. 34. 
11  Carlton Advertiser, 28 October 1882; W.E. Murphy, History of the eight hours movement, vol. 1, 
Melbourne, Spectator Publishing Co., 1896, pp. 11-2.



The Traditions and Significance of the Eight Hour Day       27

colony it will not reach 50 if we go on as we are .... now we get up 
at 5 o’clock and do not return till seven. There is 14 hours a man is 
away from home. How can we call them homes. No. They are only 
places for us to sleep in for as soon as we get home and have got our 
supper or whatever we may call it, it is time to go to bed again.12

The experiences of disappointed artisans gave more poignancy to this release from 
labour. Sparks said that Victoria’s workers came to better their condition, ‘but how 
many of us have been deceived [...] men work harder here than in the old country’.13 
Unemployment, poor housing and sanitary conditions and the alienation and 
loneliness of a new city heightened their disappointment.14 Immigrants felt that 
the eight hour day was partial recompense for these sacrifices. James Galloway 
asked opponents of the reform if they had considered:

that we have come 16,000 miles to better our condition; and not 
to act the mere part of machinery; and that it is neither right nor 
just that we should cross the tractless regions of immensity between 
us and our fatherland, to be rewarded with excessive toil, a bare 
existence and a premature grave.15

The eight hour day remained a consoling prize for emigration. A poem of 1880 
described an unemployed ‘new chum’ drinking at a hotel in Bourke Street on the 
anniversary of the eight hour day. Despondent at being unable to get work in his 
trade, he looked out the window and saw the procession of proud working men. 
Having received this revelation, he became reconciled to his condition, eager to 
seek other work, and thankful for his new home.16

Many workers believed that the domination of life by labour led to some moral 
degradation, they consequently thought that shorter hours would alleviate many 
everyday social and moral problems. John Ivey, a painter and president of the 
THC, told the 1859 eight hour day marchers that

It would be easy to show that protracted hours of labour is the prolific 
source of social disorder, domestic discord, juvenile delinquency, 
mental imbecility, religious apathy, and indeed all the long train 
of evils which result in the indulgence of the most immoral and 
debasing pursuits.17

Ivey put forward an ambitious list that was clearly related to Christian social 
thought on morality and temperance, which influenced several unionists, and 
many liberal middle-class supporters of the eight hours campaign. For example, 
James Stephens read to masons’ meetings sections of an English reverend’s tracts 
advocating shorter hours.18 This influence was particularly strong in the late 1850s, 

12  MS Scrapbook, n.p.
13  Sparks, Scrapbook, n.p.
14  B. Barrett, The inner suburbs: evolution of an industrial area, Melbourne, Melbourne University 
Press, 1971, pp. 37-71; G. Davison, D. Dunstan and C. McConville (eds), Outcast Melbourne: essays 
in social history, Sydney, Allen & Unwin, 1985.
15  Age, 1 April 1856. This was a sadly prophetic plea since Galloway suffered the last two, see 
clipping in Merrifield Collection, Latrobe Library, from Essendon Gazette, 19 April 1906.
16  Age, 22 April 1889. Also see the poem written by a member of the seamen’s union included in 
OMS Letterbook.
17  Argus 23 April 1859.
18  Clive Turnbull, Bluestone: The Story of James Stephens, Melbourne, Hawthorne Press, 1945; 
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when leading unionists intended that the Trades Hall building, partly funded by the 
proceeds from the eight hour day marches, would

point from scenes of gaiety and vice to more congenial and less 
fleeting sources of pleasure – to cultivate man’s inherent social 
principle, and to give him the society of his fellow workmen away 
from the contaminating influences that now beset his pathway.19

While there was agreement on the value of the ‘sacred gift of time’, there was not 
consensus on how the extra hours of recreation should be spent. The major union 
leaders, however, shared ‘the belief that the eight hours would enhance the capacity 
of the working class to participate in society’. The eight hours meant a claim to 
citizenship. This claim to citizenship was partly in response to conservative doubts 
that working people could be responsible citizens. In 1856 the Argus argued that 
the eight hour system was unjustifiable because it was a sacrifice of two hours of 
productivity to working class dissolution. The two hours recreation gained would 
be spent in taverns instead of contributing to the economy. This jibe riled the 
unionists, and they responded with a philanthropic gesture to illustrate the good 
and temperate use made of the eight hour system. Half of the funds collected from 
the demonstration were given to the Melbourne Hospital in a gesture explicitly 
designed to counter the Argus calumny. The other half of the funds went to the 
erection of the Trades Hall. The opening of the hall, the unionists said, proved the 
error of the ‘traducers’ who thought eight hours meant drunkenness. The belief 
that the eight hour day would assist the spread of temperance among workers 
had a political cutting edge in an attack on social paternalism. It was a means of 
demonstrating that workers were both able and entitled to participate fully in the 
society and polity.20 Thomas Eaves, a mason and President of the Trades Hall 
Council, explained:

it was to the great fact that they had succeeded in getting the hours 
of labour so reduced in this colony, that the erection of the present 
Trades Hall was to be attributed. It had been said by their detractors 
and by the enemies of the eight hours system, that the working 
man would spend the leisure hours so obtained in drunkenness and 
dissipation; this, however, was a theory that had been long exploded 
.... He believed the working men of this colony were destined to play 
such an important part in the history and affairs of this country as 
had never been done by working men of any country in any former 
age.21

Advocates of the eight hours thought that it would enable workers to improve 
themselves by study, education and the acquisition and production of culture. 

OMS, Report into origins, p. 10, J. Aldwell, prize essay on the eight hours system of labour, 
Melbourne, 1858; Hughes, ‘Eight hours day and the labour movement’, pp. 396-8.
19  Age, 23 April 1859, Ivey. They were not uniformly temperate. The masons elected to Parliament, 
CJ Don, who became an alcoholic and hotel keeper. Murphy also defended taverns as working class 
meeting places in his History of the eight hours movement, vol. 1, p. 91.
20  Age, 25 May 1859. On the use of the anniversary’s funds, see Kellaway, ‘The Melbourne Trades 
Hall Council: its origins and political significance 1855-1889’, PhD, latrobe University, 1973, p. 81, 
and her appendix which provides a financial history of the THC; and Murphy, History of the eight 
hours movement, vol. 1, pp. 89-91.
21  Age, 27 March 1856.
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Thomas Smith, a prominent mason, ‘was anxious that working men have more 
time for pleasure and recreation. They ought to benefit as well as others by public 
libraries and other places of instruction and amusement’.22 Smith believed that 
long working hours meant that workers were unable to exercise equally their right 
to education, information and time to think: ‘Now they could not do so for their 
mental powers were tired out by excessive labour’.23 Leaver, a carpenter, asked:

To what was the future greatness of the colony necessarily attached? 
Why, to the mental improvement of the working classes. All 
branches of trade wanted time for study of an evening, for there was 
no laboring man who could afford to dispense with study.24

The demand for intellectual improvement found expression in mutual improvement 
societies, debating groups, and the autodidactism of men like William Murphy, the 
carpenter unionist and Secretary of the Trades Hall Council, who had complex 
relationships with the culture of the middle classes. There is some evidence that 
unionists hoped their improvement would nourish a working class culture. There 
was some suspicion of intellectuals who advised the workers on what to think or 
do. A prickly response of ‘we are competent to think for ourselves’ was common. 
Classical education was derided, as was the occasional assumption by middle 
class politicians that they understood the principles of political economy better 
than workers.25 In a most striking statement, Copperthwaite, a mason, hoped the 
eight hours ‘would bring many pens into existence’. Their writing would be ‘no 
deadmen’s bones, but a living literature of their own – a mason’s, a bricklayer’s, 
a carpenter’s literature – a literature which would go far to sap the foundation of 
every throne of despotism in the world’.26

The most far thinking of the unionists hoped the eight hour day, by enabling 
education and study, would elevate ‘the working classes to their true position 
as thoughtful, active men, and good citizens’.27 Some unionists, at least sought 
through shorter hours not only leisure and intellectual improvement for its own 
sake, but more effective political participation by newly enfranchised citizens. 
Their new leisure time would make them better citizens because:

To incessant labour may be traced that entire ignorance of those 
subjects which, as good citizens, men are called upon from time 
to time, to consider, and that proper understanding of which is so 
indispensable to the faithful discharge of their duties in relation to 
society.28

This political objective of the shorter hours movement persisted through the 
nineteenth century. At the 1884 Intercolonial Trades Union Congress, Robertson, 
an ironmoulder, won his audience’s acclaim by arguing that:

They ought ... to be able to go out after coming home from business 
and have some intellectual improvement, or attend to meetings which 

22  Age 27 March 1856.
23  Age, 27 March 1856.
24  Age, 27 March 1856.
25  City News and Evening Tribune, 16 and 25 June 1874; Age, 11 April 1866.
26  Argus, 15 September 1858.
27  Age, 26 May 1859, the title of a paper delivered by Strickland, a coachbuilder.
28  Age, 23 April 1859, Ivey.
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are held to further the interests of their fellow men, if it be in the 
shape of trade meetings, mutual improvement societies, or political 
meetings.29

In the eight hour day festivals’ poems and union banners the theme of political 
freedom and entitlement was common. The eight hours was a victory of the dignity 
of the working man, and a victory of freedom over tyranny. At the first eight hours 
anniversary in 1857, there were banners of the goddess of liberty lifting up a 
working man’s hand, and bands which played the Marseillaise.30 In 1875, Marcus 
Clarke’s poem celebrating the eight hour day sang that despite Australia’s harsh 
seasons and immigrants’ longing for England:

Yet still we love our April,
For it aids us to bequeath
A gift more fair than blossoms rare,
More sweet than budded wreath.
Our children’s tend’rest memories
Round Austral April grow,
T’was the month we won their freedom, boys, 
Just twenty years ago.31

In 1882, to rouse up a good attendance at the march, the Carlton Advertiser and 
Trades Advocate told its readers:

Those who neglect and are indifferent about putting on an appearance 
on the 21st April 1882 are unworthy of the privileges which have 
been dearly bought for them, and are by nature slaves or mere beasts 
of burden unworthy of freedom, or the privilege of thinking and 
acting for themselves. The individual influence of any one member 
of a Union is of little use in gaining public or political rights. The 
maxim that union is strength requires no proof.32

The eight hour day celebrations have rightly been interpreted as a demonstration 
of the legitimacy of unionism.33 Unionists claimed a right to participate in and 
change a community. The belief in community did not imply identity of interests 
between different groups; rather, the unionists wanted a legitimate role in the 
political management of conflicts. Although the unions received significant support 
from employers and politicians for the eight hour day, and used the celebration to 
affirm the political and social links with them, the extent to which these links 
represented liberal hegemony can be overestimated. The links were tactical and did 
not necessarily express shared values. In the early years, the unionists emphasised 
the independence of working class action on the eight hours question, within an 

29  ITUC, Proceedings, (1884), p. 77; for comparison, R. Schneirov and T. Suhbur, Union 
brotherhood, Union Town: the history of the Carpenters’ Union of Chicago 1863-1987, Carbondale, 
Southern Illinois University Press, 1988, p. 28, notes the radical implications of the eight hour 
demand in the American labour movement in that extended hours discouraged workers from ‘seeking 
redress for their grievances’. A leading American building unionist, McGuire, described it as the 
‘Lexington of the coming revolution’.
30  Age, Argus, 22 April 1857.
31  Age, 22 April 1875. The full text, together with some other poems, is in Rich, ‘Building Workers’.
32  Carlton Advertiser, 8 April 1882.
33  Reeves and Stephen, Badges, p. 1; Gollan, Radical and Working Class Politics, p. 73.
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understanding of a conflict of interests. A bricklayer, J. Freeman, said in 1856, 
after complaints that the Argus had not supported the campaign, ‘They could not 
blame this or that newspaper for not taking up the movement. Let them befriend 
themselves. (Hear, hear.) This question did not belong to the capitalists, it belonged 
to the working men’.34 Thomas Eaves expressed the same sentiment three years 
later. He contrasted England to Victoria, where ‘the working classes had found out 
that their only real friend, the only one they could thoroughly depend on, was the 
working man himself (Cheers)’.35 The unionists believed that they had achieved 
their own freedom through organising for shorter hours, and, in this belief, they 
asserted a social identity that went beyond an aspiration for the social integration 
of unionism. In 1885, towards the end of his life, James Stephens said:

What victory does this army [eight hour day marchers] ... 
commemorate? The conquest is over our own disunions, and over 
the individual selfishness which would hinder the well-being of 
the community. By firm union and untiring effort, the workmen 
have done for themselves what no Government on earth could do 
for them – raised themselves socially and materially to a condition 
enjoyed by none of their class out of Australia. And the result of their 
increased leisure ... [will] show the colony that the hand-workers are 
determined to be behind no class in the community in intelligence 
and culture.36

The Eight Hour Day Festival, Leisure and the Invention of Tradition

The subsequent history of Melbourne’s building trades was influenced by their 
decision in 1856 to commemorate their social reform by an annual parade through 
Melbourne’s streets. The building unionists placed their achievements in a 
celebratory public discourse which led to cultural traditions and social institutions 
forming around the eight hour day. The tradition not only expressed working class 
culture and political values, it shaped them.37 In part, it was a general celebration 
of workers and unions; but the tradition conferred a special status and authority on 
the pioneer eight hour trades in the building industry.

The first eight hours anniversary celebration was held on 21 April 1857. A 
structure for the festival developed quite early.38 The eight hours festivities had 
three basic elements: a procession, a fete, and a changing group of other events 
held on the same day. There was no change to this structure until 1908 when the 
fete and procession were held on different days. The trades assembled outside 
Trades Hall in the morning of the celebration. Only trades working eight hours 
were entitled to march. Each trade grouped behind a banner or some other sort 
of display of their trade. For instance, in the 1880 parade the carpenters marched 
behind a lorry on which a small house was erected in the course of the procession. 

34  Age, 25 May 1859.
35  Age, 27 March 1856.
36  Clipping from BalIarat Courier, 8 May 1885, in Eight Hours Pioneers Association Minutes. A 
similar feeling was expressed by the bakers’ union in 1885: ‘Those who would be free themselves 
must strike the blow’, Argus, 22 April 1885.
37  Age, 27 March 1856.
38  The following discussion of the eight hours anniversary celebrations is based on the press reports 
contained in the Argus and Age between 1857 and 1890.
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Observers saw the distinctive trade characteristics in the march: 
bricklayers, with their bent backs and sturdy walk, the workers in 
metal with intelligent faces, burly figures and nonchalant stride; 
the unhealthy looking painters, with pale cheeks and frequently 
genteel-looking dress; the ‘decorators’ – as paperhangers love to call 
themselves – with ruder health and pretentiously Sunday-dressed 
appearance; the laborers and quarrymen, with strongly built limbs 
and bold bearing; the carpenters with plain dress and business-like 
air.39

The tone of the procession was casual and jovial. Banter was exchanged between 
spectators and marchers. In 1858, the Argus journalist wrote ‘we have rarely 
witnessed a public festivity where there were more hilarity, free-heartedness and 
good fellowship’.40 In the early years, marchers might carry their children and be 
accompanied by their wives. The informality was lost a little in the 1880s when the 
size of the procession and crowds became more intimidating. The audience was of 
all types, but with a preponderance of ‘workingmen and their families’ who had 
walked from the inner suburbs. The route changed often in the 1850s and 1860s, 
but soon settled into a loop through the heart of the city. They marched down 
Russell Street, up Collins to Elizabeth, then up Elizabeth to Bourke, then on up 
the hill to Parliament House, and ending in the Gardens. Along the route spectators 
jostled for views of the well-known banners and displays. One drawing showed 
four men clinging to a light pole to get a view.41 After the procession the trades and 
their friends adjourned to one of the major gardens of the city for the fete.

One journalist thought that this fete was the most faithful re-creation of an 
English fair in the colony.42 Games such as Aunt Sally and Kiss-in-the-ring 
were played. Entertainments such as Punch and Judy, ‘negro minstrel’ singers, 
acrobats, pantomimes, popular burlesques and melodramas were offered. 
Banquets and drinking tents helped the conviviality. The press generally admired 
the respectable deportment of the working men and their families. The marchers 
had a ‘respectability of appearance and independence of demeanour no city in the 
world could surpass: this was remarked on all hands’.43 The Age proudly declared 
that the working classes enjoyed themselves in ‘rational recreation’. There were 
exceptions with occasional drunks, gamblers, brawlers and thieves. One year, the 
Age was concerned at a certain lewdness with which some young men and women 
danced and played their games.44 On the whole, most participants shared the desire 
to be respectable, and helped to exclude the ‘larrikin element’.45

Over the years, the fair atmosphere was replaced by that of a sports carnival. 
There had always been sports, but in the 1860s and 1870s they tended to be more 
comic than athletic. There were three legged races and contests to climb greasy 
poles which were suspended over water. Yet even these games were less attractive 
than the music and theatrical shows. A tug-of-war was always held, as a test of 

39  Argus, 23 April 1860.
40  Argus, 22 April 1858.
41 

 
Postcard in Latrobe Library photograph collection. Age, 22 April 1887.

42  Age, 22 April 1887.
43  Argus, 22 April 1858.
44  Age, 22 April 1867.
45  Argus, 22 April 1879.
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masculine strength. The result, however, invariably honoured work skills since 
the sailors usually won because they were more practised at ‘handling the rope’.46 
During the 1870s and 1880s, the sports became a dominating element, and were 
more professional and organised. Foot and cycle races, with prizes for the athletes 
and large crowds of spectators, became more common and popular than the fair 
ground sports events. Not only was the eight hours day a festival of leisure, but it 
revealed some changing patterns of leisure.

Several other events occurred on the day, but proved not as durable as the fete 
and procession. The link of the eight hours with education was dramatised when 
in the 1870s, as part of the Williamstown eight hour day festival, there was a 
competitive demonstration examination for the state school students of the area.47 
In the 1860s, the proprietor of the Theatre Royal, Ambrose Kyte, gave his theatre 
free to the trades for an evening performance of popular theatre.48 Burlesques 
and comedies were the staple performance, but occasionally a social message 
was apparent. One play satirised a contributor to charities who refused to help a 
destitute bricklayer whom he knew.49 At the end of the performance, an actor read 
an address on the eight hour day prepared, with the sanction of the unionists, by a 
professional writer. In 1875, Marcus Clarke wrote this poem, in which he made an 
association between the unions’ achievement and nationalist goals:

Liberty! name of warning!

Did ye feel your pulses beat
As ye, marching, moved this morning
All adown the cheering street?
In your Federated Freedom
In your manliness allied,
While the Badges of your Labor
Were the Badges of your Pride.
Did your fancies speak prophetic
Of a larger league than this;
With higher alms and nobler claims

To grasp the good we miss?
When in free Federation
In a future yet to be,
Australia stands a nation
From the centre to the sea.50

46  Age, 22 April 1879.
47  Age, 22 April 1877.
48  Age, 22 April 1866. A former baker who became a wealthy financier, Kyte was one of the 
protectionist parliamentarians who patronised the unions. He claimed a special knowledge of 
working classes because of their attendance at his theatre.
49  Age, 22 April 1875.
50  Age, 22 April 1875. The full text of the poem is included in Rich, ‘Building Workers’. It was 
common to interpret the eight hour day in a nationalist way or in a discourse of New and Old Worlds. 
Another example is J.A. Reid, The Australian Reader, Melbourne, J. Whitelaw and Sons, Printers and 
Publishers, 1882, p. 27, which explains that in ‘new countries - such, for instance, as our own - where 
men are engaged in creating and developing improvements on ‘Old World’ systems, the short hours 
idea, of course, takes a firmer hold on the public mind, than is the ease among older communities.’



34  The Time of Their Lives

The trades were meticulous and conscientious in their preparations for the 
procession. Organisation began months in advance. Designs for banners and 
floats were carefully scrutinised and unfurled at special celebrations. Occasionally 
arguments within unions would break out if some members thought their display 
was insufficient or was outdone by rival trades.51 The central events were organised 
by an eight hours anniversary committee composed of delegates of each eight hour 
trade. Importantly this committee was independent of the Trades Hall Council 
until the 1900s. The presiding officers of the committee tended to be the older 
building unionists. From 1861 to 1887, the president of this committee was a 
building unionist.52 The celebrations were an important source of funds for the 
THC, and in the 1860s anniversary funds were its primary source of revenue.53 
Some funds were also donated to institutions assisting working class welfare, such 
as the Melbourne Hospital and the benevolent asylum. In return, unionists received 
seats on the boards of these institutions, and workers, some basic health care.54

The greatest crowds at the procession were in the 1880s when 100,000 to 
150,000 spectators watched 8,000 to 10,000 marchers. The growth of the festival 
in these years corresponded with the growth of the city and the organised union 
movement, but also received impetus from Berry’s liberal government’s decision 
in 1879 to make 21 April a public holiday. The growing festival attracted politicians 
and authorities. From the early 1880s, the Governor attended the procession, and 
received a generally loyal and enthusiastic cheer.55 The revolutionary tune of the 
Marseillaise played at some 1850s processions had been supplanted by ‘God Save 
the Queen.’ Even so, there were occasional hints of nationalism when some union 
bands pointedly failed to play this tune in the 1880s.

Successful as it was in the 1880s, the festivities contained elements which 
disturbed some older unionists. In the clamour of new participants from trades 
which had recently achieved an eight hour day, the voices of the pioneers were 
fading. Some men believed their status was not sufficiently recognised, and that 
the original meaning and depth of commitment to the eight hours had been lost. 
Ken Inglis discussed the eight hour day celebrations as a ‘new festival of leisure’.56 
He focussed not on the political and social meanings of the day expressed by union 
leaders, but on its cultural significance as a new holiday which expressed and 
celebrated the increased leisure time of Australians. In his view, the merry-making, 
sport and Australian devotion to sport were the culturally significant aspects of the 
eight hour day, rather than its political and industrial implications.

Was the real significance of the eight hour day for most members of the 
working class simply the eight hours of recreation, rather than its political import? 
Were the opinions discussed earlier only those of union leaders? There are no 

51  Preparations are noted every year in the masons and bricklayers unions’ minutes.
52  The office holders are included in Murphy, History of the eight hours movement, vol. 2, p. 118.
53  Kellaway, Trades Hall Council, p. 80.
54  The office holders are included in Murphy, History of the eight hours movement, vol. 1, p. 89-91.
55  From my reading of the reports, there may have been a local political ritual at work here. These 
cheers were not entirely expressions of loyalism to crown and authority, although these were strong 
elements in the sentiments of the unionists. The cheers for the governor were made in deliberate 
contrast to the failure to cheer the ministry. The Victorian governors, following the roles of Bowen, 
Barkly, and Darling in the constitutional crises of conflict between Upper and Lower Houses were 
perceived in popular politics as ‘friends of the people’ and protectors of democracy, rightly or 
wrongly, in comparison to the upper house. See the 1887 procession’s report.
56  Australian Colonists, pp. 117-25.
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direct accounts of the festival by ordinary workers so it is difficult to answer these 
questions. One must surmise the subjective meaning of the festival for the crowds 
from the press reports, unionists’ speeches, and unions’ minutes. In these sources 
there is considerable evidence to support Inglis’ view. Even in the 1856 meetings 
on the eight hour day, some unionists bemoaned the apathy of workers towards 
the cause. Principled arguments were intended in part to prick the apathetic into 
action. The complaints of unionists about workers’ apathy towards their own 
general interest were a common refrain in union speeches. It seems reasonable 
to suppose that the new condition was simply accepted, the leisure enjoyed, and 
some of the anticipated consequences realised, although more modestly than the 
unionists had anticipated from their great social reform.

Fun was also recognised in otherwise earnest speeches on the potential for 
moral and intellectual improvement consequent of the eight hour day. Smith said 
the workers should be entitled to go, not only to libraries, but to other ‘places of 
amusement’.57 After referring to how shorter working hours created opportunities 
for intellectual improvement, Thomas Eaves added:

But he was not going to advocate the devotion of all their leisure 
time to reading – he was no bookworm himself, and whosoever 
gave up his whole time unreservedly to books must be insensible 
to numerous other pleasures that were provided for man .... no-
one enjoyed a Saturday night like a working man. Saturday night 
seemed made purposely for him.58

Not all craft unionists were solemn improvers and earnest autodidacts. In the 
festival itself the merrymaking fete was always as important and popular as the 
procession and banners. There was a gap between the sentiments of the general 
working class and the social and political programs which union leaders associated 
with the eight hour day. In the 1880s, the old unionists bore witness to both this 
gap and their ongoing commitment to the moral and political meanings of the eight 
hour day. In 1886, Ben Douglass said ‘the rising generation of operatives seemed 
to know little and care less for what their predecessors had done in securing the 
eight hour boon for them’.59 Another pioneer feared that:

colonial artisans would never fill the shoes of their fathers, although 
they have facilities for improvement the latter did not enjoy. They 
take their short hours of labour as a matter of course, and devote to 
pleasure or wanton idleness the leisure their fathers utilised to raise 
themselves out of industrial slavery.60

The eight hour day anniversary was both a festival of leisure and a show of 
political significance. These subjective meanings were held in different degrees 
by members of the working class. There was probably agreement on certain 
sentiments: the release from the domination of life by labour, the value of leisure, 
and the winning of a certain measure of freedom. The more political views of 
the eight hour day as a claim, to citizenship, an example of how labour should 

57  Age, 27 March 1856.
58  Age, 25 May 1859.
59  Eight Hours Pioneers’ Association, Minutes, 3 September 1886.
60  Eight Hours Pioneers’ Association, Minutes, 24 June 1886.
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organise, an opportunity for social improvement, were, however, opinions more 
common in the union movement than among workers.61

In the 1880s, these meanings of the boon were fading both within the union 
movement and among workers generally. The original experience of 1856 had 
faded except in the memories of those men directly involved. Younger men and 
immigrants flooded into unions, and shared only a general sentiment with the 
pioneers. New political and social concerns were coming to the fore. In response, 
the old unionists felt a didactic need to refresh the minds of the new generation 
with their achievements and values, and to persuade fellow workers of their 
understanding of the boon. By the 1880s, the original building trades no longer 
dominated either the labour movement in Melbourne or the eight hours celebration. 
The original trades were obscured in the procession by the many trades which had 
gained the boon in the 1870s and 1880s. The boon was firmly in the public realm, 
and the pioneers were no longer its chief custodians and interpreters. The scene 
was thus set for a burst of history making which took two forms: histories of 
1856 were written in order to restore the memory of the original movement and 
particular participants in it, and an Eight Hours Pioneers Association was formed 
to display the pioneers’ presence more prominently in the commemoration of the 
boon.

Popular Memory, History and Status

I fail to see why any individuals – and there are many of them who 
only laboured in the rank and file of any movement should be dubbed 
heroes in the strife to the neglect and detriment of those who really 
deserve some praise. William Taylor (stonemason).62

The memory of 1856 lived outside the festival, and even 20 years later was an 
exhortatory example of union action. In 1876, when agitating for a Saturday-half 
holiday in all the trades, the masons’ union officials tried to win the other unions 
to their cause by expressing the hope that ‘their fellow mechanics of the other 
building trades will give their aid by throwing themselves into the movement with 
the same spirit and determination as was evinced by them when they joined the 
eight hours movement in the beginning of 1856’.63

The three officials who made this appeal, Gration, Taylor, and Stephens, were 
all prominent in the 1856 actions. This historical consciousness, however, was 
not only formulated in speeches and festival celebrations. In 1869 the trades had 
raised funds to erect a monument to James Galloway, and needed to repair the 
statue in 1878, leading to some investigations of the history of the eight hours 
movement.64 In the 1880s, several written histories appeared. In 1884, the masons’ 
union produced its Report into ... the origin of the eight hours movement, and 
William Taylor wrote his Brief account of the eight hour system of labour. With 
union advice, the Age included historical synopses of the eight hours movement 

61  Rich, ‘Building Workers’, p. 331, estimates union membership in this period to be approximately 20%.
62  Taylor, Brief account of the origin of the eight hours system of labour, Melbourne, 1884, p. 17.
63  Age, 8 January 1876.
64  Victorian Operative Bricklayers Society Letterbook, 31 December 1869, and 26 August 1878. 
Also 14 July 1879 when OMS initiated an historical investigation after allegedly misleading accounts 
in a book by Garnet Welsh.
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in its reports, and, in 1885, wrote a history of the Trades Hall Council which 
emphasised the role of the masons.65 In pamphlets and the press, the stories and 
claims of pioneers, such as Douglass and Stephens, were presented.66 In 1888, 
William Murphy wrote the Victorian section of Norton’s The History of Capital 
and Labour.

These histories responded to the fading meaning of the eight hour day and 
the diminishing recognition of particular groups’ and persons’ role in the union 
movement, which sometimes had political significance. For example, the history 
of the Trades Hall Council written by the Age editorialists, as Kellaway suggests, 
arose from concern that the moves toward direct representation of labour at Trades 
Hall were undermining the broad coalition of support between liberal politicians 
and unionists. Consequently the piece stressed the role of the masons, who 
were opposing the extension of the Trades Hall Committee’s political powers.67 
Murphy’s history was a subtle vindication of his career as Trades Hall Committee 
secretary after he had been replaced by David Bennet of the Amalgamated Society 
of Engineers. The masons’ inquiry, which is the most relevant here, arose from 
a perceived slight to the masons at the 1883 anniversary. The secretary of the 
masons union, Enos Williams, explained the purpose of the report as the assertion 
of the masons’ claims as originators of the system.68 The inquiry was to establish 
‘who was actually the first man to start the agitation, and when and where the 
commencement was made’.69

Their answer was the masons, and, individually, James Stephens. This concern 
to find one individual or trade particularly responsible for the movement had a 
context in conflicts in the Trades Hall Committee, and rivalries between particular 
individuals who presented themselves as the ‘fathers’ of the eight hour movement. 
Thus, when initiating the masons union’s historical inquiry, Enos Williams, 
secretary of the union, explained that the masons would not surrender ‘their right’ 
of appointing trustees to the Trades Hall Committee.70 The historical report was 
a political weapon to shore up the special status and authority of these unions in 
the Trades Hall Committee by reminding the public of their achievements and 
what was owed them. In addition, the masons union was particularly angered by 
statements made by Ben Douglass about his role in the eight hours movement.71

In 1882, the Carlton Advertiser and Trades Advocate published a profile of Ben 
Douglass, presumably with his assistance.72 The article was a eulogy. Among other 
things, it emphasised his role in the foundation of the eight hour day. Douglass led 
the journalist to believe he was the ‘father of the eight hours movement’. In 1880, 
he had made a similar claim in the Evening Herald to be ‘founder, promoter and 
establisher of the eight hours system’.73 The masons responded angrily to such 
claims by men whom, they considered, were distantly involved. In any case, they 

65  Kellaway, ‘Trades Hall’, pp. 352-6; Age, 12 December 1885.
66  These are referred to in Taylor, Brief Account, p. 16; Evening Herald, 16 June 1880, (Ben 
Douglass), Stephens’ pamphlet was reviewed in Collingwood Observer, 16 December 1880.
67  Kellaway, ‘Trades Hall’, pp. 352-6.
68  OMS Letterbook, 11 October 1883.
69  Report, p. 4.
70  OMS Letterbook, 11 October 1883.
71  OMS Letterbook, 11 and 18 October 1883.
72  Taylor, Brief Account, p. 16; Carlton Advertiser and Trades Advocate, 21 October 1882.
73  Evening Herald, 16 June 1880.
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wanted to press the claims of another as founder of the movement.
In 1880, James Stephens published a pamphlet which asserted his claim to be 

the originator of the eight hours movement.74 James Galloway, the other man touted 
by many to be the founder, was just a ‘fellow worker in the cause’. Many disagreed 
with Stephens, and gave Galloway the greater credit. Stephens’ pamphlet had been 
reviewed by James Smith, a journalist and long time supporter of the movement. 
Smith pointed to Galloway’s greater stature. He also questioned any individual’s 
claim to be originator of a movement that had wide support, historical foundations, 
and was based in collective organisation. Nonetheless, Stephens and his friends 
persisted. Stephens was motivated by some resentment towards Galloway and 
other masons for neglecting his contribution, he wrote to Murphy to explain that, 
as a Welshman, he had been overlooked among the masons because the society 
was dominated by Scotsmen, like Galloway.75 He had further fallen into disfavour 
for advocating subcontracting in the disputes of the late 1850s and early 1860s. 
He believed his position had been subsequently vindicated but he had never been 
forgiven. He had always kept silent about his criticisms of the masons for the 
general good of the union movement, but clearly his resentment had festered.

This resentment had a financial dimension. The masons had organised a 
testimonial for Stephens and Galloway in thanks for their contributions for the 
eight hours. When the money was raised Galloway was in poverty. Stephens agreed 
to forsake his share, on the promise that it would be given later, but the society 
fell on hard times and Stephens never received his money. In the 1880s, he was 
pitching for public recognition in recompense. His claims were supported in April 
1882 in a letter to the Carlton Advertiser by Thomas Williams, the permanent 
secretary of the Operative Masons Society in the late 1850s.76 There was a deeper 
meaning in the petty rivalries between these men. The disputes arose from 
pride, self-promotion and the sometimes vexed personal relationships between 
unionists who had worked together for thirty years. They reveal, however, that, in 
Melbourne’s union culture, some political authority was conferred on individuals 
by their participation in the original eight hours campaign. To be a pioneer brought 
some respect.

William Taylor’s Brief account of the origin of the eight hours system of labour 
was a contrast and reply to those concerned to celebrate particular individuals. He 
noted of the Operative Masons Society’s inquiry that it began because ‘some of the 
leading men of the other trades began to dispute the right of the masons’ claims as 
being its introducers’.77 Cutting across the grain of the more effusive accounts, he 
pointed out, as very few did, that the eight hour day was first established in Otago 
and Sydney.78 His history emphasised that the eight hour day campaign in 1856 
left many difficulties untouched, and that success came from a collective effort. 
He thus scorned the whole purpose of the Operative Masons Society’s inquiry, 
that is to find who was the first person to raise the idea. In a collective movement, 
in Taylor’s view, such ascription of individual responsibility was not possible. 

74  Taylor, Brief Account, pp. 15-6; Collingwood Observer, 16 December 1880.
75  Murphy papers, Mitchell Library.
76  In Murphy Papers, Mitchell Library; Carlton Advertiser and Trades Advocate, 22 April 1882. 
Both sources refer to Stephens’ giving up his share of a testimonial.
77  Brief Account, p. 6.
78  Murphy, History of the eight hours movement, vol. 1, p. 21, also makes this point.
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Stephens’ claim was ‘altogether baseless’. That he was a ‘useful man’, Taylor 
wrote, ‘and did the best he could during the short time of the agitation, and for 
some little time afterwards, I am free to admit’.79 There were, Taylor objected, 
fifty others with the same claim and more impressive experience. He debunked 
Douglass’ self-aggrandisement as father of the eight hours movement, and ‘many 
more honours of quite as mythical a character’.80 Taylor could find no reason:

why any individuals – and there are many of them – who only 
laboured in the rank and file of any movement should be dubbed 
‘heroes in the strife’ to the neglect and detriment of those who really 
deserve some praise. How is it that Mr. Stephens is so touchy when 
the name of Mr. Galloway is mentioned...? How did he sit in silence 
when the claims of Mr. Douglass were from time to time thrust so 
prominently and publicly before him? ... he has no right to have 
distinctions heaped upon him to which he is not entitled.81

James Galloway, in Taylor’s view, deserved the greatest honour. His virtues and 
political activity gave him greater stature, and brought him more affection from 
the other trades. The employers recognised him as the prime man because he 
was blacklisted as a scapegoat. Taylor said Galloway was to have followed into 
parliament Charles Jardine Don, the first working man elected to the Victorian 
Parliament in the 1850s, but Galloway’s health deteriorated and he died. Galloway’s 
story symbolised the history of conflict and collective action which Taylor wanted 
to put before the unionists. He consciously criticised the celebratory hymns of 
liberal progress, complete with founding fathers, which had grown up around the 
eight hours movement. He closed his account by imagining, were there to be a 
threat to the eight hour day principle, that:

Such a determined, solid front of earnest, intelligent Eight Hours men 
would be presented that all the powerful array of commercialism and 
capital would be but weak and puny in their presence. If a plain statement 
and history of the facts concerning the Eight Hours system have been 
shorn or stripped of the romance that has gathered round its introduction 
in Victoria, I cannot help it: it is better that it should be so.82

The Eight Hours Pioneers’ Association, Ben Douglass and Tradition as 
Authority

A band of adventurers, none of whom had anything to do with 
the establishment of the eight hours system, were scheming to get 
entire control of the Trades Hall, which was the direct outcome of 
the trades organisations consolidated by the original Eight-Hours 
League. Ben Douglass, 1886.83

79  Brief Account, p. 15.
80  Ibid. p.15.
81  Ibid. p. 17.
82  Ibid. p. 19. On Galloway’s black-listing, see, Essendon Gazette, 19 April 1906. Galloway’s 
claims were put forward when the original Galloway monument was erected, Victorian Operative 
Bricklayers Society Letterbook, 31 December 1869.
83  Eight Hours Pioneers’ Association Minutes, 24 June 1886.
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However influential Taylor’s 
voice was among the building 
trades,84 his history, stripped of 
romance, was soon drowned 
by the claims of Stephens, 
Douglass and the Eight Hours 
Pioneers’ Association, who 
tried to regain the charismatic 
status of a pioneer in the union 
movement. Unlike Taylor, 
Stephens and Douglass formed 
an organisation to propound their 
version of history. The Eight 
Hours Pioneers’ Association 
was formed in March 1885 
amidst revived interest in the 
eight hours movement’s history 
and an acrimonious power 
struggle between the THC and 
its Trustees.85

In 1883, the membership of 
the THC changed from only those 
unions which worked eight hours 
to include all the unions which 
used the Hall’s rooms. This change occurred in support of Murphy’s attempts 
to increase the political activities and independence of the THC by establishing 
a Parliamentary Committee, and by investigating direct labour representation in 
Parliament. Murphy’s stamp of authority on the THC was increased when, in 
March 1885, Ben Douglass’ term as President of the THC ended. Douglass was 
losing influence. In this context of waning influence and the loss of institutional 
power bases, the ‘old unionists’, who were pioneers, like Douglass and Robert 
Miller, formed the Eight Hours Pioneers’ Association.

In May 1885, fifty pioneers were on the Association’s roll. Membership 
increased by about twenty or so in the next few years, despite the deaths of many 
of the old men.86 The association estimated that there were around 700 original 
‘pioneers’. Even allowing for deaths and emigration, the association did not 
attract all the pioneers into the association. In 1887, officials complained of a 
‘want of magnanimity’ of many pioneers who refused to join.87 The members were 
in their fifties or older. Many were no longer active in their original trades. Quite 
a few were foremen, clerks of works, or inspectors of works for the government. 
Others had become employers, or held ‘high positions of trust, ... outside any 

84  He delivered this account as a lecture and circulated copies of the pamphlet among the trades. 
OMS Letterbook, 11 October 1883.
85  The following account is based on Kellaway, ‘Trades Hall’, pp. 357-70, and Sagazio, ‘The 
Victorian ALP 1885-1894’ PhD, University of Melbourne, pp. 66-76. Trades Hall Council Trustees, 
Minutes, October 1885 to September 1887, Latrobe Library.
86  Pioneers’ Association, Minutes, List of members.
87  Pioneers’ Association, Minutes, 7 July 1887.

James Galloway’s grave in the Melbourne Cemetery. 
Photograph: Peter Love
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trade influences’.88 One member, William Ireland, had been Secretary of the 
Builders and Contractors Association. Many of the men had been active in their 
unions or popular politics at some time, but only a few still held positions. These 
few men – Douglass, Stephens, and Miller – took the most prominent part in the 
organisation. For most of the members, the association provided an annual reunion 
with old friends and an occasion to remember the dead. It was a social group which 
reunited these men and gave them some public recognition in their declining years. 
Nonetheless these men had over thirty years acquired personal and political bonds 
and differences. The tensions among them were generally suppressed, but would 
resurface later in the Association’s history. In summary, the Eight Hours Pioneers 
Association was a small motley group of old men whose basis of association did 
not lie in the present so much as a shared memory and conferred status of an event 
of the past.

These characteristics of the association made it susceptible to manipulation by 
the few men who were still active in union politics. The members were the ‘heroes’ 
who represented Melbourne unionists’ primary, local political mythology. 

****
From 1889, Douglass found a new way in which to bring his views before the 
public in association with the eight hour day.89 He had for several years promoted 
a national monument for the eight hour day, and wanted it erected in the city. 
His campaign was opposed by the THC, who had clearly had enough of him. In 
1891 he solicited funds from the Builders and Contractors Association. To the 
contractors he repeated his invective against the THC officials. The Building, 
Engineering and Mining Journal (BEMJ) found it a ‘curious satire’ that, speaking 
to employers, Douglass abused the union leaders who were entertained by the 
same employers and politicians at the eight hour day celebrations. The BEMJ 
editors found it curious also that Douglass appealed for money for a union 
monument to contractors, ‘whom these same leaders [unionists] have been for 
years teaching the working man to regard as their material enemies’. The Builders 
and Contractors Association voted the money on the reasoning that ‘the trades had 
deserted Mr. Douglass, and now seemed to be going for six hours. By contributing 
to the erection of this monument the Association would show its determination to 
uphold the eight hours’ system’.90

The foundation stone of the monument was laid at the 1891 anniversary. A 
ceremony was held independent of the main eight hour day celebrations. No 
Trades Hall representatives spoke at these functions, but several liberal politicians 
and employers did. The principal speaker was Ben Douglass who expressed 
sentiments which have been cited as exemplary of the ‘old unionist’:

It was due to the pioneers that the abridgment of hours of labor had 
been accomplished. That reform was not attained by tyranny of any 
description, by the pernicious process of strikes, but by the force of 
moral suasion (Cheers).91

88  OMS, Report into origin, p. 5.
89  Pioneers’ Association, Minutes, September 1889.
90  BEMJ, 16 May and 13 Iune 1891, pp. 193 and 237.
91  Age, 22 April 1891; quoted Stephen and Reeves, Badges of labour, p. 1.
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At the banquet that night, Douglass was the only unionist speaker, and his language 
was less restrained. He attributed the severe depression to ‘the unsettled state of 
the labor market brought about by the machinations of a few mischief making 
agitators’.92 The new unionists:

encouraged strikes. They led their fellow men astray, and hundreds 
and thousands of men were groaning under the tyranny of those men 
who had so falsely led them (Cheers). He advised his fellow working 
men no longer to follow those agitators, who were parasites on the 
institution which the pioneers had created (Hear, hear) ..:. the time 
had arrived when they should be exposed and their nefarious conduct 
in leading their fellow men into difficulties be revealed (Cheers) ... 
Victoria was indeed ‘a paradise for the working man’ until those 
individuals developed. ... Notwithstanding all they had done, the 
pioneers had been insulted by those men, who were reaping what 
they had not sown and enjoying the fruits of the exertions of the men 
that they now flouted. (Cheers).93

As the leading builder, David Munro put it, with regret and tact, ‘there was an 
element of discord between the pioneers and those who had benefited from their 
services’.94 The 1892 banquet heard similar sentiments condemning the THC 
officials, attempts to enter politics and the ‘socialists and anarchists’ in the ranks 
of the union movement, and one of Douglass’ supporters called on the parliament 
to ‘denounce agitators and protect the interests of the masses as against the desires 
of a class’.95

This banquet was, however, Douglass’ last with the pioneers. The THC had 
lost patience with Douglass years before. In 1889 the THC had changed the locks 
of Trades Hall to prevent Douglass using the building.96 His vitriolic speech at the 
1891 banquet undermined his position with the Pioneers’ Association too. In 1893, 
Thomas Topping, a mason pioneer, explained that Douglass had been:

for many years our president, so much so that he looked on the chair 
as his sacred property, and that he and he alone, must be in it. For 
some two years or more he has not enjoyed the full and complete 
confidence, and for some two years there has been a desire that a 
change of officers annually was necessary.97

Douglass was voted out by a two to one majority. Isolated from the union 
movement, Douglass exploded in anger. His removal, Douglass claimed, was due 
to his rivals’ jealousy and desire for office.98 He complained that his replacement, 
Thomas Smith, had done nothing for the unions since 1856, but it was too late for 
Douglass. Few pioneers respected him any more. The Pioneers’ Association formed 
a committee to investigate Douglass’ charges. It found them baseless, and, after 
a search of historical documents on the 1856 events, concluded Douglass did not 

92  Age, 22 April 1891.
93  Age, 22 April 1891.
94  BEMJ, 16 May 1891.
95  Age, 22 April 1892.
96  Pioneers, Association, Minutes, 18 April 1889.
97  Age, 20 April 1893.
98  Age, 6 May 1893.
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take ‘any active part in the early stage of the movement or for a considerable time 
afterwards’.99 Douglass’ last rag of power in the union movement had been stripped 
from him. After Douglass’ fall, the Association and the THC restored amicable 
relations. THC representatives spoke at Pioneers’ Association meetings, and no 
more acrimony was expressed between them. Although the Pioneers still hoped 
a new generation would honour the pioneers, their special status was no longer 
put forward as a claim to authority or a principle with which to denounce recent 
developments in unions. While Douglass continued to honour his understanding 
of Victorian unions’ history at private celebrations in his own home, the period in 
which Ben Douglass tried to shape the Pioneers’ Association and ‘old unionists’ in 
his own image had passed.

99  Age, 16 May 1893.
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Celebrating the ‘Great Boon’ : Eight hour day and 
early Labour Day in Rockhampton, 1909-1929

Barbara Webster

Unionists in what was then Queensland’s second city, Rockhampton, first celebrated 
Eight hour day in 1909, with a permanent inter-union body organising an annual 
street parade, sports carnival and other activities for the next two decades. The 
event commemorated the 1856 attainment of the ‘Great Boon’ of the eight-hour 
working day by organised building trades employees in Melbourne and their 
campaign to extend the principle of eight hours toil, eight hours rest and eight hours 
recreation to all workers.1 As observed in other places, Eight hour day celebrations 
in Rockhampton, and those of its Labour Day successor from 1919, altered over 
that period. However, whereas planning and executing Eight hour day activities 
elsewhere were typically the province of trades and labour council sub-committees 
by the 1920s, the local body remained independent to its collapse in 1930. Drawing 
on evidence from the records of the inter-union organising committee and other 
union bodies, and from contemporary newspaper reports, this section of the book 
considers the dual character of Eight Hour Day in Rockhampton: the public face 
of demonstration and celebration and the rather shrouded world of behind-the-
scenes inter-union organisation. The chapter demonstrates and explains how the 
significance and changing nature of the day changed over two decades; examines 
the role of the Eight Hour/Labour Day Celebration Committee in the early 
Rockhampton union movement to illustrate the contribution such bodies made; 
explores the internal dynamics of the organisation which ultimately brought about 
its demise; and considers why the committee remained independent during its 
lifetime and why it did not give rise to a peak industrial body. 

Context and debates

Rockhampton ranked as the premier provincial centre in Queensland with 
a population of approximately 24,000 in the period being studied.2 The city 
possessed deep-water river-port facilities handling the pastoral and mining wealth 
of the Central Queensland hinterland, a large export meatworks, major railway 
workshops, wholesale distribution warehouses and factories for light industry. 
This economic base created a substantial working-class population but the great 
strikes, depression and severe drought of the 1890s had all but crushed the infant 
union movement and left only a few craft and railway unions as organised labour. 
In 1899, local wharf labourers reformed a union and, by 1902, had joined the 
nation-wide Waterside Workers’ Federation (WWF). From 1903, the local WWF 
had held a picnic on May Day to celebrate gaining the eight hour day from local 

1  R. Gollan, Radical and working class politics: a study of Eastern Australia, 1850-1910, Carlton, 
University of Melbourne Press, 1967, p. 72.
2  Census of the Commonwealth of Australia 1921, Melbourne, 1921, vol. 1, p. 892.
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shipping companies3 and that gathering was the forerunner of Eight Hour Day in 
Rockhampton. The example and efforts of the WWF and its charismatic permanent 
secretary, Ernest Bracher (EB) Purnell, greatly assisted the reappearance of other 
industrial unions in Rockhampton from 1907, as well as the unionisation of many 
formerly unorganised workers. In the spirit of ‘closer unity’ that flourished in the 
reinvigorated Australian labour movement in the early 1900s,4 other local unions 
also joined national federations; they linked to form inter-union committees in their 
own geographical area as well. These organisations typically pursued specific goals 
such as facilitating coordinated industrial action, supporting political candidates, 
erecting a trades hall and celebrating the accomplishments and aspirations of the 
union movement,5 the most notable of which was Eight hour day. 

Robin Gollan describes Eight Hour Day as ‘the most characteristic and 
important of all Australian working-class festivals’6 while Rhys Isaac considers 
such gatherings as ‘elaborately orchestrated rituals’.7 In those contexts, there were 
‘messages sent and received’8 by workers and by onlookers which legitimised their 
culture and institutions in the eyes of the wider community. An historical overview 
of May Day celebrations in Newcastle by Steve Wilson captures elements of that 
ritual in the activities organised there for Eight-Hour/Labour Day, held annually 
in October and continuing to the mid-1920s until overtaken by a separate May 
Day gathering.9 He contrasts the formality of the parade, with ornate banners, 
expertly crafted working displays and suited unionists marching proudly ‘in drill 
formation’, with the informal, popular elements that the day typically included.10 
Wilson draws on the work of Robert James who interprets the union street parade 
as ‘a radical political statement in its time ... [by] symbolically claiming access’ 
to the city.11 Ritual notwithstanding, according to James the Newcastle organisers 
quickly recognised the potential of the event as a fund-raiser for a proposed trades 
hall and, over the years, dissatisfaction arose among some unionists as the nature 
of celebrations changed with increasing commercialism.12 Wilson further identifies 

3  Morning Bulletin (MB), 2 May 1903.
4  J. Armstrong, ‘Closer unity in the Queensland trades union movement, 1900–1922, MA thesis, 
University of Queensland, 1975, pp. i-v; D Hunt, ‘A history of the labour movement in North 
Queensland: trade unionism, politics and industrial conflict, 1900-1920’, PhD thesis, James Cook 
University, 1979l, p. 144. 
5  B. Ellem & J. Shields, ‘Beyond the “will to unity”: theorising peak union organisation and agency, 
in B. Ellem, R. Markey & J. Shields (eds), Peak unions in Australia: origins, power, purpose, agency, 
Sydney, Federation Press, 2004, p. 40.
6  Gollan, Radical and working class politics, p. 72.
7  R. Isaac, The transformation of Virginia, 1740–1790, Chapel Hill, University of North Carolina 
Press, 1982, p. 328.
8  J. Philipp, ‘Traditional historical narrative and action-oriented (or ethnographic) history’, 
Historical Studies, vol. 20, no. 80, April 1983, p. 350.
9  S. Wilson, ‘A brief account of May Day in Newcastle and the Lower Hunter’, Newcastle Trades 
Hall history, viewed 5 January 2007, http://www.newtradeshall.com/Default.aspx?id=10, accessed 28 
December 2006. 
10  A. Stephen & A. Reeves, Badges of labour; banners of pride: aspects of working class 
celebration, Sydney, Trustees of the Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences, 1985 and Workers 
Cultural Action Committee, ‘...and 8 bob a day: a photographic history of the labour movement in the 
Hunter Valley to celebrate the Centenary of Newcastle Trades Hall Council 1885-1985’ Exhibition 
compiled by Rod Noble, both cited in Wilson, ‘A brief account of May Day in Newcastle’.
11  R. James, ‘Carnival, discipline and labour history: an historiographical study of the meaning of 
Eight Hour Day, May Day and other labour demonstrations in the Hunter River District, 1860-1940, 
unpublished PhD, University of Newcastle, 1993, p. 269, cited in Wilson, ‘A brief account of May 
Day in Newcastle’.
12  R. James, ‘Eight Hour Day and May Day in the Hunter River District’, paper prepared for the 1993 
Labour History conference, 1993, p. 6, cited in Wilson, ‘A brief account of May Day in Newcastle’.
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the participation of local businesses as prize donors and official programme 
advertisers in the early years, as well as that of the wider community as cheering 
onlookers and attendees of the sports carnival and picnic.13 These characteristics 
were not unique to Newcastle, as the Rockhampton celebrations illustrate. 

Early inter-union bodies like Eight Hour Day committees are described by 
Bradon Ellem and John Shields as ‘proto-organisation’ as they often gave rise 
to peak-union industrial or trades and labour councils14 in which celebration 
organisation was then the province of a sub-committee. In Rockhampton’s case, 
neither of those situations transpired but the celebration committee did establish 
a trades hall. This contrasts with Wagga Wagga where, in Warwick Eather’s view, 
the Eight-Hour Association actively pushed not only for a trades hall but also the 
creation of a trades and labour council, albeit unsuccessfully. He identifies funding 
shortfalls and progressively poorer union participation in the annual procession 
in the 1920s which he attributes to the depressed economy and – surprisingly for 
the time – ‘the non-political nature of the celebration’.15 Ellem and Shields also 
identify a range of factors which they believe affect the well-being of peak unions, 
two key conditions being purpose, or fulfilling a need, and the maintenance of 
internal equilibrium among affiliates, without which such bodies invariably 
collapse.16 Those criteria apply to any inter-union organisation, however, as they 
do to other representative groups in society. The Rockhampton Eight Hour Day 
Celebration committee faced and succumbed to challenges of that nature which 
contributed to the inter-union body’s independence of peak union control during 
its lifetime.

Eight-Hour/Labour Day in Rockhampton: demonstration and celebration

The inaugural Eight hour day celebration on the first Monday in May 1909 
followed the trend elsewhere in Queensland rather than the traditional May Day 
formerly observed by the WWF.17 Ignoring the caution of one union representative 
not to plan too grandiose a celebration for a first attempt, the organising committee 
scheduled a full programme of activities and conducted an art union to finance 
them.18 Nine unions – WWF; Federated Seamen’s Union; Central Queensland 
Railway Employees’ Association; Locomotive Engine-Drivers, Firemen and 
Cleaners’ Association; Amalgamated Federated Butchers’ Employees’ Union; 
Amalgamated Society of Carpenters and Joiners; Operative Bakers; Typographical 
Association; and Shop Assistants and Factory Workers’ Union – paraded through 
the streets behind a mounted police escort, the Naval Brigade and committee 
members, accompanied by two brass bands and a pipe band. The wharfies and 
meatworkers sported large banners and they and other unions manned working 
trade displays constructed on horse-drawn lorries. An estimated 1,000 children 
wearing Eight hour day badges, friendly society members in full regalia and 

13  Wilson, ‘A brief account of May Day in Newcastle’. 
14  Ellem & Shields, ‘Beyond the “will to unity”’, p. 40.
15  W. Eather, ‘A fourth level council: the Wagga Wagga and District Trades and Labour Council, 
1943–1990’, in Ellem, Markey & Shields (eds), Peak unions in Australia, p. 205. 
16  Ellem & Shields, ‘Beyond the “will to unity”’, pp. 46, 50.
17  Rockhampton Eight hour day Celebration Committee (EHDCC) minutes, 30 January 1909, 
Capricornia Central Queensland Collection, Central Queensland University Library (CCQC) D9/260 1.
18  EHDCC, 30 January 1909, CCQC, D9/260 1; Miscellaneous art union tickets, CCQC D9/261 11.
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floats promoting local firms followed the unions. After the parade, some 4,000 
people attended a picnic lunch at the Showgrounds, followed by an athletics 
carnival. Trotting events, billy-goat races and a union tug-of-war added to the 
entertainment, as did dancing and novelty competitions. Successful children 
received prizes and small luxuries such as ice creams and fruit. The naval cadets 
conducted a field gun display which, according to a Daily Record report, ‘proved 
highly interesting’. That night, 200 couples attended a gala concert and dance to 
conclude the celebration. In retrospect, the committee, participants and local press 
all praised the first Eight hour day. The Critic declared the occasion ‘an epoch-
making event’ in Rockhampton that bode well for the bright future of organised 
labour in the district.19

Similar to the original event in Melbourne, Rockhampton’s Eight hour day 
‘demonstration’, as it was termed, was a public display by organised labour 
to commemorate and promote the principle of the eight hour day: to proclaim 
its achievement by unions such as the WWF and the Amalgamated Federated 
Butchers’ Employees’ Union20 and to campaign for an extension to the bulk of 
workers denied that blessing. Yet, the celebration had a more fundamental purpose 
than this in the first five or so years. In issuing the initial invitation to other unions 
to participate in the inaugural gathering, WWF secretary Purnell saw the march 
as a vehicle for spreading the ‘Gospel of Unionism’21 among the many workers 
in the district who were yet to be organised. He also had a practical motivation 

19  Critic, 21 May 1909.
20  MB, 3 September 1907. An agreement ensuring an eight hour day and other favourable terms was 
secured with Central Queensland Meat Export Company by Jack Gilday, secretary of the Brisbane 
Butchers’ Employees’ Union, when he established a Rockhampton branch of the Amalgamated 
Federated Butchers’ Employees’ Union in 1907. This became the Australasian Meat Industry 
Employees’ Union in 1912.
21  Worker, 6 June 1908, p. 2.

Carters and Drivers’ Union Float in the Rockhampton Eight-Hour Day procession, just before WWI.. 
Capricornia CQ Collection, CQU Library
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in attempting to bring together what he considered ‘the present disunited trades 
in the city’ who had already been converted to the union creed.22 As workers 
progressively unionised and won the eight hour day, the day became an exhibition 
of union strength and solidarity as much as celebration of the principle and its 
attainment. With the growth of unionism, particularly in anticipation of, and 
assisted by, the introduction of a state arbitration system after the 1915 Labor23 
triumph, the annual march lengthened. In an editorial just prior to the election, the 
Daily Record commented that the Eight Hour Day procession was ‘a fine turn-out 
... [which] showed several new accretions to the strength of local unionism’.24 
With slight fluctuations from year to year according to employment conditions, 
up to seventeen unions participated in marches to 1921. Banners became more 
prolific, elaborate and larger in size so that mounting on a lorry with ropes proved 
more manageable than carrying them.

Early Eight Hour Day parades simultaneously allowed unionists to demonstrate 
to onlookers pride in their respective trades and occupations as much as in their 
industrial organisation. With judges awarding generous cash prizes for the best 
industrial exhibits,25 displays soon became elaborate and complex. The Daily 
Record captured their essence in 1913 when over 1,000 unionists and their turnouts 
‘eclipsed all previous efforts, and exceeded the most sanguine expectations of the 
promoters’:

The displays by trades union organisations were particularly good, 
and were larger in number than in previous years. The Waterside 
Workers were out with a steamer [Unity], with officers on the 
bridge and stevedores working the cargo holds; the Butchers had 
a representation of the interior of a shop, stocked with wholly and 
partially dressed carcasses on which staff were busily engaged; 
the bakers were hard at it kneading the dough for the oven; the 
bootmakers had all the appliances for their ‘hospital’ going strong; 
the carpenters and joiners had a model of the proposed Rockhampton 
Trades Hall, occupying all the space of a big lorry.26

Highlights of other processions to 1921 were a ‘puffing’ engine, tender, carriage 
and guard’s van entered by the railwaymen; a printing shop complete with 
‘printer’s devils’; models of the pyramids and Marble Arch, curiously not by 
stonemasons but in timber by carpenters; a huge replica of the union certificate of 
incorporation and coats of arms by the printers; and a noisy display of riveting and 
drilling techniques by the boilermakers. In addition to proclaiming the union name 
and branch, banners and exhibits typically bore contemporary labour movement 
dictums such as ‘Unity is Strength’, ‘Unity of Labour is the Hope of the World’, 
‘Pull Together Boys’. Girls regularly adorned the Amalgamated Society of 
Carpenters and Joiners’ float as allegorical representations of Justice, Truth and 

22  Critic, 5 February 1909.
23  For consistency, the spelling ‘Labor’ is used throughout for the Australian Labor Party (ALP), 
even though the spelling was ‘Labour Party’ until 1918.
24  DR, 3 May 1915.
25  £7 10s for first prize in 1913. DR, 4 May 1913. This was more than three times the £2 5s 9d. 
weekly earnings of a labourer at the time. ‘Report of the Director of Labour and Chief Inspector of 
Factories for the year ended 30 June 1912’, Queensland Votes & Proceedings, vol. 2, 1912, appendix 
A, pp. 60-63.
26  DR, 4 May 1913.
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Peace and other noble virtues, more so during World War I, while the nationalistic 
theme of Federation featured on occasions. These motifs appeared in other Eight 
Hour Day celebrations and reflected the common practice of corresponding with 
fellow committees elsewhere and inviting delegates from other towns to local 
events. Other signage of a more parochial flavour implored citizens to support 
local industry where prices were proclaimed as no greater, and quality no less, 
than in Brisbane. Streamers, flags, palm fronds and flowers added colour to the 
procession. To the detriment of later processions, however, many displays appeared 
year after year or showed minimal alteration. 

The procession invariably attracted large crowds of onlookers. Reports that 
people ‘flocked the line of route’27 and of the presence of ‘an immense concourse 
of spectators, who lined the principal streets’28 attest to the popularity of the 
parade. They cheered the marching unionists, admired the working displays and 
enjoyed the colourful spectacle and stirring sounds of the Labour Band, WWF 
Band and other brass and pipe bands. School children vying for prizes for the 
best-decorated bicycle or in fancy dress lengthened the procession, following 
which were commercial floats and, invariably drawing the loudest cheers, entries 
for the ‘worst best turnout’ entered by cinemas, small businesses and individuals. 
One report of the 1918 parade commented that the ‘chief aim of the owners ... 
seemed to be to make their exhibits as ludicrous as possible. That they succeeded 
was evidenced by the roars of laughter as they passed along’.29 Favourites in 
this category were decrepit donkey, horse and automobile ‘contraptions’ with 
malfunctioning wheels; one eliciting great hilarity in 1912 featured ‘an outback 
squireen and his wife in town’.30 

To the historian’s eye, early Eight Hour Day can be interpreted in metaphorical 
terms. The parade allowed workers to publicly celebrate their culture through 
triumphal procession: hailing the working-class institution of unionism; proclaiming 
the faith with badge-and-banner icons;31 offering up the fruits of manual labour and 
craft skill; venerating the higher ideals of labour; and bearing personal witness to 
others by striding proudly through the streets in Sunday best to the rousing tones of 
traditional working-class brass bands.32 These rituals, together with the communal 
picnic and afternoon of shared fun, on a dedicated public holiday, can be seen as 
constituting a secular-religious festival for the working class of Rockhampton. 

The route taken by the procession through the civic and commercial heart of 
the city validated workers as an important part of the community in the eyes of 
themselves and others. Marchers assembled in front of Town Hall and, even when 
later transferred to Trades Hall, they passed the council chambers in a circuit around 
the central streets. With the many rent-paying workers being disenfranchised in 
municipal elections until 192133 the procession enabled organised labour to make 
its presence and size in the community patently clear to the politically conservative 
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city fathers. A lusty rendition of ‘the “Red Flag hymn”’34 by a contingent of 120 
flag-waving children as they rounded Town Hall corner in 191435 surely owed more 
to choreography than coincidence. Then the unionists, sporting union or special 
Eight Hour Day badges, processed through the main street, sometimes twice, en 
route to the sports grounds. In the business precinct, where capital normally held 
sway and blue-collar workers’ daily labour took but a few, organised labour could 
again proclaim its solidarity and strength and symbolically stake a claim to that 
domain, even if only once a year. 

While Eight hour day was an essential part of working-class mobilisation 
throughout Australia, the Rockhampton event nevertheless drew cross-class support 
in Rockhampton in the celebration’s early life. Although the occasion was not a 
public holiday until 1910, many employers granted their workers a day’s leave, 
albeit unpaid, for the initial celebration.36 Throughout the years to the end of World 
War I, businesses entered floats and allowed unions to use company lorries for 
the procession. Employers also provided sponsorship through donations of money 
and prizes, advertised in the official program, displayed art union prizes in shop 
windows and even judged sporting events. Some supporters were tradesmen who 
had retained labour sympathies after entering private enterprise but others were 
clearly not. These, like the Lakes Creek Meatworks management, conceivably 
expressed their own class consciousness through the paternalistic benevolence of 
an employer elite. This elite, G.F.R. Spenceley argues, had an ulterior motive of 
social control and maintenance of the status quo.37 Certainly management’s policy 
of welfarism at the time supports this contention.38 Whatever their motivations, 
employers’ contribution placed them as actors in the Eight Hour Day performance. 
So too did the participation of friendly societies. Even though considered 
traditionally working-class in membership,39 linked with the ‘labour artisanate’ and 
bearing similarities to trade unionism,40 friendly societies also attracted the middle 
class due to health benefit schemes and, in Rockhampton as no doubt elsewhere, 
also some professionals but perhaps more as patronage than for the benefits.41 At 
the sports carnival and picnic, unionists and the public, blue-collar and white, could 
attend and did so in large numbers, particularly with the introduction of school 
team competitions and then horse racing in 1914. The mayor, irrespective of any 
political leanings, took part in early proceedings also, both as a judge on occasions 
and as part of the official party. In reviewing the 1913 celebration, the Daily Record 
claimed that ‘practically the whole community made a fete of it’.42 
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Not unexpectedly, Eight Hour Day activities were gendered in nature and reflected 
the male dominance of public space in that era. Silences in newspaper reports 
indicate the absence of women from the procession, other than the ‘tastefully attired 
young girls’ representing the virtues who habitually graced the carpenters’ float. 
Even in the Shop and Factory Workers’ Union and the Australian Workers’ Union, 
which had female members, none appear to have joined the ranks for the march. 
Nor did sporting programs cater for those beyond ‘girls’: they could only watch, 
listen – and undoubtedly still enjoy the day’s activities – until the evening dance. 
One select group of women did contribute significantly to the day’s celebrations 
but still within the traditional gender bounds. Under conditions far inferior to their 
own kitchens, members of the ladies’ auxiliary provided the official luncheon: 
several roast meats, an array of vegetables and a choice of deserts. When the cost 
became too great, the hot meal gave way to a cold buffet. The ladies auxiliary 
carried the additional burden of catering for the public as well until, in 1919, they 
expressed ‘general dissatisfaction’ and asked to be relieved of the duty.43 Wives of 
delegates were excluded from enjoying the dignitaries’ luncheon as the committee 
had formally denied them any Eight Hour Day privileges in 1914. Those on the 
auxiliary, however, received one guinea each for their efforts for the day.44 Women 
were excluded from committee representation until 1921 but, even then, they 
rarely participated in any discussion other than on culinary arrangements. Men’s 
business and women’s interests were clearly delineated and each side knew its 
respective roles and domain. 

The official luncheon reflected the elitist aspect of the union celebration – a 
metaphorical inner sanctum at the secular festival – where rank-and-file unionists 
were as much excluded from the celebration as the general public. The committee 
and invited guests enjoyed the free, sit-down meal while ordinary unionists and 
the public had to bring a lunch basket or queue at the tea stall. After delegates 
complained of a lack of privacy for the official party at the inaugural celebration, 
the luncheon moved to a large marquee well away from public view.45 As the 
official guest list indicated, within a few years, Eight Hour Day was not simply 
about industrial organisation but as much about strengthening bonds with the 
Australian Labor Party (ALP). Politicians joined committee members leading the 
procession and then shared the repast and ample supplies of liquid refreshments in 
the privacy of the marquee. After the traditional toast to ‘The Day We Celebrate’, 
speakers lauded the benefits of unionism and Labor politics and praised each other 
for sterling efforts on behalf of organised labour. The prominence accorded local 
ALP luminaries expanded to include visiting cabinet ministers after the party 
gained state office in 1915. The wheels of labour business were well greased on 
such occasions, no doubt. 

The heightened profile of politicians and party politics in Eight Hour Day 
parallelled a progressive disassociation of major employers, with the disappearance 
of commercial floats, donations and sponsorship. Friendly societies faded from the 
parade and mayoral invitation stopped, at least until a son of Labor ascended to 
the mayoralty in the late 1920s. This parting was likely evidence of the spread 
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to provincial regions of what John Rickard identifies as the alignment of class 
and political allegiances in metropolitan Australia by 1910.46 Eight Hour Day 
would then have been more clearly perceived by employers as a working-class 
event whose association they eschewed. In Queensland, the industrial and political 
interests of capital and labour clearly diverged after the bitter 1912 general strike 
and accelerated under the state arbitration system in which most unions secured 
awards between 1916 and 1921. Despite this distancing by employers, the public 
maintained support for the parade and carnival. 

Increased party politicisation of the Eight Hour Day procession, and 
of its Labour Day successor after a name change in 1918, was one of several 
notable changes over the years. Originally ‘just plain ordinary citizens’ at early 
celebrations,47 Labor figures took greater prominence in the festivities and led 
parades as ‘the stalwarts of the Labour movement’48 rather than union leaders or 
even the committee. The name change – although the retention of the traditional 
spelling – reflected the strengthening nexus between unions and Labor after 1915, 
expressed most intimately in the overtly union-friendly state arbitration system. 
In the post-World War I period, ALP slogans and ‘how to vote’ posters began to 
outnumber union banners in the parade. The Morning Bulletin reported of the 
1923 procession: 

Onlookers were not allowed to forget how to vote on Saturday next, 
for scattered through the procession were bannerettes showing them, 
while several of the candidates marched with the processionists.49 

The procession, over the years, thus became more a demonstration of working-class 
politics than of industrial organisation. It provides a marked contrast, therefore, to 
what appears to have been the case in Wagga Wagga.50 

Union participation always fluctuated in terms of the number and size of each 
contingent. While papers reported generally good support by union members in the 
first decade, committee minutes indicate that some were reluctant to participate. 
A delegate in 1915 ‘urged the necessity of forcing certain members into the 
procession and not to stand on the footpath’ while the committee unanimously 
carried a motion that delegates make this ‘as pointed as possible’.51 A week before 
the 1918 celebration, they considered adding to the promotional cinema slide 
the words ‘Unionists get off the footpath, do your Duty, join the Procession’ but 
a change to the existing advertisement was impossible at that late stage.52 The 
number of unions supporting the march and displays fell away dramatically in 
1922. According to the Morning Bulletin, the procession that year, containing only 
six unions and three exhibits, was ‘disappointing’,53 while the sympathetic Daily 
Record admitted ‘the procession was a considerable falling off from previous 
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years, with the bands, if anything, form[ing] its chief element’.54 The former paper 
attributed the lack of exhibits to ‘apathy’ on the part of unionists, but an official 
claimed the problem was high unemployment from drought and, consequently, the 
customary member levy to fund the floats had not been taken by unions that year.55 
The committee tried to resuscitate union interest in industrial displays in 1923, 
and to increase the parade’s appeal to the public, by adopting the theme of cotton, 
the new regional boom crop. Accordingly, the Federated Society of Boilermakers’ 
and Iron Shipbuilders of Australia rather incongruously festooned what the 
press described as ‘its aging and well perforated boiler-riveting display’ with 
overflowing bales of cotton. These efforts brought only a ‘slight improvement’ in 
turnout of both unionists and spectators.56 

There were no exhibits at all in 1924 and 1925, nor individual unions 
participating. Rather, unionists marched as one contingent, with politicians among 
them. The Daily Record expressed the vain hope that the next parade would ‘revive 
the glories of the processions of past years’57 and the opposition regretted that ‘the 
days of elaborate processions have gone’.58 Even the founding WWF voted against 
participation in the 1927 parade which, according to the Morning Bulletin was ‘a 
procession which lived up to little more than the name’ and, under the prevailing 
circumstances of renewed drought and depressed economy, was ‘a brave showing’ 
by the three unions which did march.59 When only four unions agreed to march in 
1928, the committee abandoned the parade altogether60 but revived it in 1929 to 
mark the twenty-first anniversary of the celebration’s inception. Perhaps because 
of expectations of an impressive procession for that occasion and after a year’s 
absence, the event drew a good crowd along the streets. The Morning Bulletin 
claimed that ‘the movement – ever a sturdy infant – had attained its majority’. 
Yet, in line with poor participation in previous turnouts, the only union contingent 
of note was fifty meatworkers. The remainder of the procession consisted of an 
enormous photograph of Premier McCormack, followed by local politicians, ALP 
members in their branches, bands, decorated billy-goat carts and a comic theatrical 
group. Dozens of children captivated by the antics of the entertainers trailed along 
behind the parade on their bicycles.61 This rag-tag turnout presented a marked 
contrast to the proud ranks of unionists who marched in the grand processions of 
the first decade where they paid proud homage to unionism. 

What the procession did not reveal to onlookers were the inter-union tensions 
that had plagued the organisation in the post-war period and which caused many 
unions to withdraw from the celebration in protest. Rather than reveal that 
troubles between affiliated unions were a root cause, or attribute poor processions 
to adverse economic conditions as they had done earlier in the 1920s, officials 
blamed the rank and file. The 1927 committee president, in his luncheon speech, 
‘deprecated the apathy’ of many unionists in not revering ‘a milestone of their 
freedom from serfdom’. Guest of honour, the Minister for Railways, local state 
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member and former union secretary, James Larcombe, concurred. He regretted 
that it ‘seemed to indicate that the rising generation was apathetic and did not fully 
appreciate the hard-won conditions for which the pioneers of the movement were 
responsible’.62 

In addition to profound changes in the procession, early and ever-increasing 
commercialisation altered the nature of post-march entertainment in the quest for 
funds to purchase a trades hall. From the outset, the Eight Hour Grand Handicap 
foot race attracted professional-class runners with a £25 prize, but the emphasis 
had been on amateur athletics, dancing, novelty contests for children and other 
family entertainment. Progressively from 1912, these events were replaced in the 
programme by cycling, horse racing and more trotting and goat-racing. In 1919, 
the committee registered the Labour Day Turf Club. These new activities offered 
hefty cash prizes, attracted a wider range of professional competitors and were 
accompanied by bookmakers and public booths. A further project of financing a 
trades hall theatre escalated the commercialisation of the Labour Day celebration 
after 1920. The committee experimented with the programme, separating the race 
meeting from athletics, holding an inter-school competition in the daytime and 
other events in the evening. But, with the emphasis then on elite and professional 
competition, regimentation by a host of officials, and with bookmakers and public 
bars emptying workers’ pockets of scarce cash, Labour Day progressively lost 
appeal for workers and their families as it ceased to be an outing of minimal-
cost celebration. It had got to the stage, one delegate complained in 1925, where 
many of his members ‘would sooner go fishing or shooting on Labour Day’ than 
participate in the march and festivities.63 

The coming-of-age procession on Labour Day in 1929 was a symbolic funeral 
cortege for the celebration. In place of the parade and elaborate sports carnival, 
some members of the Australian Railways Union (ARU) organised a low-key 
children’s basket picnic and sports afternoon, followed by a family concert in the 
Trades Hall Theatre on the day the following year. The 1929 parade was also the 
death march of the Eight Hour Day Celebration Committee which collapsed in 
early 1930 without having any plans in hand for a celebration.64 

Eight-Hour/Labour Day Celebration Committee: role and organisation 

In common with counterparts in other Australian cities, the early Rockhampton 
Eight Hour Day Celebration Committee made a significant contribution to the local 
labour movement as far more than a celebration organiser, as this section of the 
chapter illustrates. One notable difference, however, is that it did not work towards 
the creation of a trades and labour council, nor did it become subsumed by one 
during its lifetime. That neither of these happened is partly the result of broader 
union organisation and partly the result of ideological differences between unions, 
inter-union tensions and power struggles which, at times, destabilised the committee 
and eventually brought the then Labour Day Celebration Committee’s downfall. 
The success of the first Eight Hour Day celebration, support from many unions and 
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positive publicity for the labour movement encouraged the committee to create 
a permanent inter-union body to superintend future celebrations. Meeting in the 
WWF rooms because there was no trades hall at the time, the new body initially 
adopted the name of ‘Rockhampton 8-Hour Celebration Union’, according to the 
rubber stamp ordered to brand all property.65 Several variations of the name appear 
in the minutes for the next nine years but the one most commonly used was ‘Eight 
Hour Day Celebration Committee’ (EHDCC) until the change to ‘Labour Day 
Celebration Committee’.66 Under the constitution, the committee’s objects were:

To organise and superintend the carrying out of an Annual 
Demonstration to fittingly celebrate the principles of 8 hours labour 
per day in all industries and to further inculcate this Great Boon in 
rising generations for its perpetual preservation and celebration.67

Unlike the celebration itself, the deliberations, doings, deals and disputes of 
the EHDCC – as with union, employer and other exclusive groups in general 
– generally took places behind closed doors. Occasionally the sympathetic press, 
like the Critic, Daily Record and Worker, were privy to this knowledge and 
filtered it accordingly for public consumption, but the union movement tended 
to guard its behind-the-scenes activities and inner workings well and close ranks 
when problems arose so as not to damage the reputation of the union movement.68 
Nevertheless, many union bodies, including the EHDCC, left a rich legacy of 
colourful, highly detailed meeting minutes from which historians can gain insight 
into their broader roles and, most illuminatingly, their internal ructions. 

The committee’s raison d’être may have been limited to Eight Hour Day 
organisation and promotion constitutionally but the activities pursued exceeded 
those bounds, even though those objects remained constant during the body’s 
lifetime. Indeed, the increasing commercialisation and other changes to the 
celebration programme, discussed in the previous section, reflect those wider 
goals. The EHDCC rationalised additional undertakings by claiming they were for 
the wider benefit of unions. These other functions, and the fact that the EDHCC 
was one of the earliest forms of local inter-union organisation in Rockhampton,69 
accorded the committee a premier role in the city’s nascent labour movement. At 
the same time, the committee participated in community affairs by contributing 
delegates to Charities’ Aid, a welfare group also comprised of church and civil 
dignitaries to raise funds to alleviate the plight of the poor.70 The EHDCC minutes 
do not reveal any direct donations to that cause however. 

In the absence of a peak industrial body to handle disputes between unions 
and employers, the EHDCC assumed that position when approached. The 
committee negotiated the settlement of a bakers’ lockout in 1910 and assisted 
municipal dredge workers who downed tools in 1912.71 Support for unionists 
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engaged in industrial struggles extended to outside the local area as well. In 1911, 
the committee sent £20 to striking North Queensland sugar workers and justified 
this action by claiming it was their duty to assist any movement whose object 
was to further ‘the grand principle of the Eight hour day’.72 A similar donation 
helped the Lithgow coal miners in their ‘prolonged struggle against capitalist 
tyranny’ later the same year.73 However, the EHDCC’s leadership was not sought 
to coordinate the local campaign during Queensland’s 1912 general strike – which 
began in Brisbane over the right to wear union badges and spread in a wave of 
union solidarity throughout the state.74 The demonstration of 5,000 local unionists 
was organised instead by a new union to Rockhampton, the Amalgamated 
Workers’ Association – ‘the fighting AWA’ – an aggressive mass union from North 
Queensland led by future Queensland Labor premiers Edward Granville Theodore 
and William McCormack.75 In retrospect, it was fortuitous that the EHDCC played 
no observable role in what was a disastrous union campaign across the state and 
which contributed to the decline of the AWA in the city.76 

Establishing a trades hall for Rockhampton was undoubtedly the greatest 
legacy of the EHDCC. Following the example of the Brisbane Eight Hour Day 
committee in 1891 and after seeking their advice in 1911,77 the EHDCC embarked 
on ‘the major objective’ of establishing a building dedicated to unions.78 A scathing 
attack the previous year by the Critic further encouraged this move:

This year there has been a grand exhibition of the true spirit of 
Unionism in working up the Eight Hour Celebration. Cannot this 
enthusiasm be kept warm and working until a Trades Hall is secured 
where organised Labour can feel itself permanently at home instead 
of lodging in a chamber up a back stair down a lane? Labour should 
not be satisfied with any old hole for its meetings … It is time it 
buckled up and demanded some of the good things for itself, and 
first and foremost should be a good hall in which to make a home 
and hold its meetings.79

Having unsuccessfully approached the conservative state government for a land 
grant as the Brisbane committee had achieved two decades earlier,80 the EHDCC 
struck a levy of five shillings per member on affiliates to start the fund. The 1909 
constitution stipulated that two-thirds of Eight Hour Day profits were to ‘be 
appropriated and not spent on future celebrations’.81 As the rules did not specify 
to what purpose that portion could be devoted, the trades hall fund became the 
recipient as had also been the case in Brisbane. Indeed, even before the hall was 
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opened in 1914, the EHDCC claimed that project was ‘the principal object of 
the [Eight Hour Day] movement’.82 Further guided by the metropolitan model, 
the EHDCC requested each union to elect a delegate to a proposed Trades Hall 
Board whose purpose was to receive levies and donations from EHDCC and, after 
acquisition, to manage the building as an independent committee.83 The annual 
art union alone reaped large amounts from excellent ticket sales, so the profit was 
substantial in the early years, despite the outlay of, for example in 1910, six prizes 
with a total value of £160, including an ‘Australian Made Piano’ to the winner, and 
‘Sulky (Rubber Tyre)’ to the runner-up.84 One year, the committee had a windfall 
when the winner failed to claim the prize-winning sulky so it was renovated and 
offered again for the next art union.85 A symbiotic relationship between the two 
bodies, comprised mostly of the same unions but independent entities, prevailed 
until the EHDCC’s demise: one providing the bulk of funds for the hall, and 
theatre also in the 1920s; the other providing a home for the EHDCC and its major 
affiliates. Trades Hall remained a prominent landmark in Rockhampton for the next 
seventy years,86 a fitting tribute to the work of early Eight Hour Day committees 
in Australian labour history as well as to the local body. However, carrying much 
of financial burden of Trades Hall exacerbated tension in the EHDCC from the 
mid-1920s. 

As earlier discussion of the increasing party-politicisation of processions 
would indicate, the EHDCC assumed an explicit Labor orientation, but earlier than 
manifest in parades and even though the constitution made no reference to any such 
affiliations. The president categorically stated in 1911 that the body ‘recognised 
no politics’;87 yet members’ interests in supporting Labor soon merged with Eight 
Hour Day interests. Donations to local Workers’ Political Organisations and to 
the subsequent ALP branches, as well as to state and federal election propaganda 
funds, became common practice in a bid to secure seats for Labor men. Delegates 
rationalised by claiming that ‘any battle fought in the interests of the workers …
was within the constitution of the Union’.88 Relations with Labor grew even closer 
in the 1920s after a rule change to allow ALP branches to join the parade.89 This 
alienated those affiliates whose ideological leanings and consequent industrial 
policies were antipathetic to Labor. Of the tensions which upset the equilibrium 
between affiliates on the EHDCC in the latter period of its existence, ideological 
differences were at the fore. 

From inception, the EHDCC appeared determined to maintain equal power 
and responsibility between affiliates. Under the rules, each union could nominate 
three financial members as delegates to the new body; any delegate absent for 
three consecutive meetings was to be replaced; no president could occupy the 
chair for two years running; a management committee of eleven would be elected 
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annually; and, in the event of a financial loss, each participating union would 
contribute two guineas to liquidate the debt.90 However, rules did not ensure equity 
in practice. Just as early trades and labour councils commonly experienced ‘false 
starts and temporary collapses’ in Australia when the balance of power between 
affiliated unions was upset,91 a similar fate threatened lesser, inter-union bodies. 
In the case of the EHDCC, the first power struggle occurred in 1912. That episode 
also demonstrates how the internal affairs and policies of affiliates can impact 
adversely on higher levels of organisation. 

Within a year of arriving in Rockhampton and joining the EHDCC, the AWA 
had dominated the committee and caused angst among other affiliates. That 
aggressive, cannibalistic mass union had recruited aggressively among labourers 
and factory workers and had grown dramatically in the intervening year.92 The 
AWA was highly antipathetic to industry, sectional and craft unions and had an 
express desire to subsume all other unions into its structure for industrial and 
political strength.93 The new union claimed representation for individual divisions 
of the Rockhampton branch as well as presenting credentials from a mining wing 
in nearby Mount Morgan. Weight of numbers therefore allowed AWA delegates to 
capture the presidency and treasurer’s position and effect the transfer of meetings 
from the WWF rooms to the AWA office.94 Other unions eventually protested the 
apparent takeover and insisted the union comply with delegate rules or leave the 
body. Fortunately for other affiliates, the AWA at that point went into rapid decline, 
weakened not only by defeat in the 1912 general strike, which it directed locally, 
but more so by leakage of recruits into many small, newly formed sectional unions. 
The AWA imploded as a force in the local union movement and consequently lost 
control of the EHDCC. The committee promptly transferred meetings back to the 
WWF office and, in an effort to prevent a similar take over in the future, agreed to 
adopt the practice of an annually rotating presidency. That remained the case until 
1917 at least95 and equilibrium prevailed among affiliates for more than a decade. 

Tensions reappeared in the 1920s and impaired the effective functioning of 
the then Labour Day Celebration Committee (LDCC). Again, these arose when 
one union tried to impose its ideas on the LDCC as well as on other representative 
union bodies in Rockhampton. Whereas the AWA’s motivation had been largely 
a matter of alternative industrial organisation in the case of the EHDCC in 1912, 
radical political ideology and agenda lay at the root of LDCC discord in the 
1920s. Instrumental in the trouble was the ARU, whose state and local leaders 
espoused the radical One Big Union (OBU) creed. In line with the OBU-ism, the 
militant ARU hierarchy rejected sectional unions and promoted the idea of one 
combined union of workers to oppose capitalism. They advocated class struggle 
in place of Labor’s reformism and fervently believed a Labor government should 
legislate in the sole interest of the working class. The ARU rejected arbitration, 
which they considered the tool of capitalism, and adopted direct action. The union 

90  EHDCC minutes, 8 August 1909, CCQC D9/260 2. 
91  B. Ellem & J. Shields, ‘Why do unions form peak bodies?: the case of the Barrier Industrial 
Council’, Journal of Industrial Relations, vol. 38, no. 3, September 1996, p. 389.
92  Worker, 14 January, 22 July 1911; Critic, 30 June 1911, EHDCC minutes, 1 July 1911, CCQC 
D9/260 2.
93  Critic, 30 June 1911; Armstrong, ‘Closer unity in the Queensland trades union movement’, pp. 104-5.
94  EHDCC minutes, 2 February 1912, 16 March 1912, 3 August 1912, CCQC D9/260 2.
95  EHDCC minutes, 6 October 1917, CCQC D9/260 2. 
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had triumphed over the state Labor government by leading the highly successful 
1925 railway strike and then, in 1926, the state executive refused to sign the anti-
communist pledge demanded by Premier McCormack. As a result, the union 
acrimoniously disaffiliated from the ALP – or was thrown out, depending on the 
perspective – until the 1950s.96 The Rockhampton ARU and faithful supporter, 
the Amalgamated Society of Carpenters and Joiners (ASC&J), were therefore at 
ideological and political odds with other LDCC affiliates who supported Labor. 

With deeply different views around the table, disputes regularly erupted at 
meetings: whether to carry banners, wear individual union badges, mount trade 
displays, conduct a mass march of unionists or process at all in an increasingly 
ALP-orientated parade. Motions were passed then rescinded, month after month; 
the committee achieved less and less and unions became disinclined to maintain 
affiliation.97 Almost certainly, these disputes affected union participation in the 
parade as much as did hard economic times impacting on affiliate membership 
and funds, and as much as did worker apathy. But officials would have been loath 
to admit this when rationalising poor turnouts. They certainly would not have 
revealed such intimate and potentially damaging union business in front of the 
press at the official luncheon. 

While these problems strained relationships between delegates to the LDCC, 
the catalyst for the collapse of the inter-union committee was disequilibrium among 
delegates. The problem initially arose in two other bodies, but ultimately engulfed 
the LDCC when militant ARU leaders attempted to impose their One Big Union 
ideology at Trades Hall. Brisbane militants had successfully combined the Eight 
Hours Union, Trades Hall Board and Brisbane Industrial Council into the Trades 
and Labour Council of Queensland in 192298 and the Rockhampton ARU drew on 
that model. They envisioned one body at Trades Hall through amalgamating the 
LDCC and Trades Hall Board of Management (THBM) with a new Rockhampton 
Industrial Council (RIC) the ARU had initiated in the heady days after the 1925 
strike. By 1927, the ARU had captured the RIC executive99 and, with support from 
an equally militant core of ASC&J members, dominated the THBM executive. 
The union then proposed amalgamating the three bodies into a new Rockhampton 
Trades and Labour Council, with their various functions to be handled by sub-
committees.100 One of the weaknesses of inter-union union bodies, but a blessing 
in this instance, was that delegates had to consult their own union before voting 
and this process delayed any business by months. When the Australasian Meat 
Industry Employees’ Union (AMIEU), WWF and Amalgamated Road Transport 
Workers’ Union (ARTWU) spurned the idea and smaller unions followed suit, 
the ARU’s plans came to nought.101 The RIC collapsed soon after as other ALP-

96  Margaret Cribb, ‘Some manifestations of ideological conflict in the labour movement in 
Queensland, 1925–1929’, BA Hons thesis, University of Queensland, 1964, pp. 5, 14, 31-34; R. 
Fitzgerald & H. Thornton, Labor in Queensland: from the 1880s to 1988, St Lucia, University of 
Queensland Press, 1989, p. 39.
97  B. Webster, ‘Fighting in “the grand cause”: a history of the trade union movement in 
Rockhampton, 1907–1957’, PhD thesis, Central Queensland University, 1999, pp. 83, 170.
98  Armstrong, ‘Closer unity in the Queensland trades union movement’, p. 252; S. Fry, J. Shields & 
B. Ellem, ‘The industrial and political role of the Trades and Labour Council of Queensland since 
1922: a reassessment’, in Ellem, Markey & Shields (eds), Peak unions in Australia, p. 101.
99  THBM minutes, 26 August 1926, CCQC P16/1955 1.
100  Minutes of conference of unions, 23 October 1927, THBM rough minutes, CCQC P16/1955 2.
101  Minutes of conference of unions, 23 October 1927, THBM rough minutes, CCQC P16/1955 2.
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supporting unions resigned from a committee they considered was dominated 
by ‘communists ... Red Raggers’.102 The ARU and ASC&J attempted to merge 
the LDCC and THBM in 1929 but other unions again rejected the idea. They 
denounced the ARU militants as ‘dis-organisers, not organisers’ and blamed them 
for Labor’s disastrous defeat at the recent state election.103 Amid that acrimony, 
the ARU and ASC&J disaffiliated from the LDCC. Several other unions then 
withdrew in disillusionment so that the rump did not constitute a quorum of seven 
unions as stipulated in the constitution and the committee collapsed.104 

Certainly factors other than ideological tensions and power struggles would 
have contributed to the disillusionment of affiliates and their withdrawal from 
the LDCC. As Warwick Eather observed for Wagga Wagga, worsening economic 
conditions and high unemployment from the mid-1920s severely limited fund 
raising.105 This state of affairs was mirrored in Rockhampton. The 1927 sports 
carnival, as well as fund-raising euchre parties and dances, ran at a loss. Moreover, 
the annual art union, by then with a ‘Chevrolet National Touring Car’, cleared only 
£24, so that no money could be transferred to reduce the substantial Trades Hall 
mortgage.106 Despite the commercialisation, or perhaps because of it, the LDCC 
failed as a fund raiser; and that emphasis also meant it neither provided an event 
that ‘fittingly celebrated’ the occasion nor one that was affordable for workers. 
Some delegates had opposed the introduction of horse racing and similar events 
and, as early as 1914, had warned that ‘commercialism was creeping into the great 
Eight-Hour movement’107 but the profits for the trades hall building fund seemed to 
justify their new direction at the time. One 1921 delegate complained to no avail 
that the committee had added yet another trotting event but could not find time in 
the programme for the union tug-of-war which was ‘an event for our own rank and 
file’.108 As one ARU delegate rightly claimed in 1930, the day was no longer ‘a real 
workers’ holiday’.109 

A pragmatic reason probably also underlay the determination of the LDCC, 
and of the THBM, not to submit to the ARU’s amalgamation plan. The unions 
that constituted the LDCC for many years were essentially those that formed the 
THBM and, together, they would lose control of the valuable asset they had funded 
and managed for more than a decade. In amalgamation, they would cede the hall 
and theatre to the ARU who, apart from being militants with a radical agenda and 
anti-Labor, had only recently affiliated with both bodies, had contributed nothing 
financially over the years to the hall fund or mortgage – not even when the bank 
threatened foreclosure – and did not even house their union in Trades Hall.110 

The question remains as to why the Eight Hour Day Celebration Committee 
did not follow the trend elsewhere in giving birth to a peak union body. The first 

102  (Amalgamated Road) Transport Workers’ Union (ARTWU) minutes, 11 October 1926, CCQC 
P16/1952 7; Australasian Meat Industry Employees’ Union (AMIEU) minutes, 26 September 1927, 
CC J19/940 7; THBM rough minutes, 17 November 1927, CC P16/1955 2.
103  THMB minutes, 18 July 1929, 17 August 1929, 19 October 1929, CCQC U14/2063 2.
104  Rules of the Rockhampton Labour Day Celebration Union, 1921, p. 6, CCQC D9/261 33.
105  Eather, ‘A fourth level council’, p. 205.
106  LDCC rough minutes, 1927, insert, CCQC D9/261 2; THBM cash book, 1927, CCCQ P16/1955 4.
107  EHDCC minutes, 7 February 1914, CCQC D9/260 2.
108  LDCC minutes, 3 February 1921, CCQC D9/260 3.
109  MB, 6 May 1930.
110  THBM minutes, 17 May 1949, CCQCD U14/2063 4. When the ARU sought to affiliate with the 
THBM in 1949, this reason was given, with considerable bitter feeling, for refusing the application.
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Rockhampton Industrial Council (RIC) emerged in 1916 but owed nothing to the 
EHDCC. Like the second RIC in the mid-1920s, the first RIC’s instigators were 
sympathetic to One Big Unionism as espoused by the militant Industrial Workers 
of the World, although they were AMIEU dissidents in this instance. The initial 
RIC pursued an active political and ideological agenda in its short life of just 
over one year but, it seems, had little of an industrial nature to sustain itself; by 
then, all unions were firmly within federations whose state hierarchies handled 
local disputes. The second RIC experienced a similar lack of industrial purpose 
and, as the attempted takeover of the LDCC and THBM shows, its activities were 
essentially ideological and political during its brief existence from 1925 to 1927.111 
In short, there was no practical need for a peak industrial council in Rockhampton 
in either decade, and, therefore, no motivation for the EHDCC to pursue that idea 
in the early years. The celebration committee instead put its energies into the 
creation of, and support for, a daughter inter-union body to establish and manage 
Trades Hall for the more lasting benefit of the local union movement. 

Conclusion

Eight Hour Day is an iconic event in Australian labour history in being the 
quintessential working-class festival. For Rockhampton workers, the Eight Hour 
Day celebration held no less significance. The day, as it was in the first decade or so 
after the inaugural event in 1909, promoted the principle of the eight-hour working 
day and celebrated its progressive attainment by local unions. It unified individual 
unions in a common cause and provided an opportunity to demonstrate their 
solidarity and strength; their pride in industrial organisation and occupational skills. 
The most potent vehicle for this exhibition was the spectacle of the street procession 
through the city’s civic and commercial heart, under the gaze of, and hailed by, 
onlookers from across all classes. Through ‘messages sent and received’,112 the march 
legitimised workers and unions as an integral and potent section of the populace. 
The rituals of the day, shared with other workers in Rockhampton and throughout 
Queensland on a statutory holiday – the triumphal parade, banners, badges, brass 
bands, shared lunch and entertainment – established the day as a secular-religious 
festival for workers. Yet, early celebrations were not entirely working-class affairs 
with attendance at the carnival by the middle class as well. During the event’s 
infancy employers participated also, but progressively disassociated themselves 
as class and political allegiances polarised. The day can be seen as gendered in 
marginalising women and elitist in privileging officials and dignitaries over the rank 
and file. Increasing party-politicisation of the procession, with an emphasis more on 
Labor than on unions; escalating commercialisation of the event to finance a trades 
hall and consequent culling of family events; and deepening economic depression 
and unemployment meant that, by mid-1920s, the occasion had changed markedly. 
Labour Day, as it was then known, was no longer a holiday many workers and their 
families wanted to celebrate or could afford to patronise. 

This was the public face of Eight Hour Day celebration. Behind the 
performance, much of the business of the permanent inter-union organising 

111  B. Webster, ‘A podium for politics: the origins and role of the Rockhampton Trades and Labour 
Council and its predecessors’, in Ellem, Markey & Shields (eds), Peak unions in Australia, p. 184.
112  Philipp, ‘Traditional historical narrative’ p. 350.
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committee – the plans, procedures, plots and power struggles – was concealed 
from view. Minutes of meetings reveal the wider role of the Eight Hour Day 
Celebration Committee in early industrial matters, Labor politics, community 
affairs and, most significantly, in establishing and funding Trades Hall as a 
‘home’ for unions. Anything advancing the cause of workers was considered 
within its province. In this respect, the aspirations, actions and achievements of 
the Rockhampton committee were little different from its counterparts elsewhere 
in Australian. Like other representative bodies, inside or outside the union 
movement, the EHDCC experienced periods of disequilibrium between affiliates 
which challenged its existence and eventually terminated the body’s life in 1930. 
This instability stemmed from different organisational agendas of affiliates and 
animosity engendered by opposing ideological and political views, exacerbated 
in the 1920s by worsening economic conditions and diminished funds. Deviating 
from the more typical pattern of organisation where celebration arrangements 
became the responsibility of a sub-committee of a trades and labour council or 
industrial council, the Rockhampton EHDCC/LDCC remained, during its two-
decade existence, independent of any peak union body. This continued autonomy 
can be attributed to the fact that, reflecting the typically ephemeral nature of early 
peak unions in Australia, councils appeared but intermittently in Rockhampton, at 
the instigation of militants and largely for ideological purposes. In reality, there 
was little industrial need for them as unions deferred to their own state hierarchies 
to resolve problems and seek arbitration. For this reason, it is argued, the EHDCC 
had little need to encourage the formation of a similar body. When amalgamation 
of celebration and hall committees was proposed by the second council and its 
supporters on two occasions in the late 1920s, the then-LDCC rejected both 
propositions for ideological and possibly material reasons, as unconstitutional––
thus triggering mass resignations and implosion. The collapse of the LDCC in 1930 
removed from Rockhampton’s labour movement, and from the city’s collective 
memory, the earliest form of local inter-union organisation but one which left a 
tangible legacy for seven decades in the Trades Hall ‘home’ for labour.
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Harvester men and women: The Making of the 
Harvester Decision

Charles Fahey and John Lack

In a recent article in Australian Historical Studies, Mark Hearn argued that Justice 
Higgins’ famous Harvester Judgement was ‘not bold in the rate it set for an unskilled 
labourer’; 42s was ‘only a few shillings a week more than the contemporaneous 
decisions in the Commonwealth or state jurisdictions’.1 The frugality of this 
determination was emphasized in the evidence on family budgets presented to the 
Arbitration Court. Frederick Kent, for example, earned 9s per day but he testified 
to the court that even on this wage there was no scope for ‘amusements, or liquors, 
or savings’ and he had to supplement his work as a blacksmith by working as a 
billiard marker. Hearn suggested that Kent’s wage of 54s per week was typical of 
those who gave evidence.2 ‘Considering every aspect’, Hearn argued, ‘Higgins 
could award no more than 7s, he was hemmed in by precedent – legal and cultural 
– and a reluctance to inhibit nation-building enterprise, reflected in his awe-struck 
appreciation of the Sunshine Harvester Works – “a marvel of enterprise, energy 
and pluck”’. McKay, Higgins wrote, ‘has invented successful machines and has 
produced them in great numbers in competition with the world’.3 Furthermore, 
Hearn argues, Higgins had no intention of challenging employer prerogative and his 
reluctance to interfere in management strategy facilitated McKay’s reorganization 
and control of the labour process in his factory in the period 1907-1920.4 

Mark Hearn is the latest in a long line of historians who have been fascinated 
by Justice Higgins and his Harvester Judgement and the subsequent part this 
decision played in the evolution of Australian industrial relations. Yet like most 
of the literature on the Harvester Judgement, Hearn’s work tells us little about the 
implement making industry, the men who were employed in this industry and the 
manufacturers who employed them. Hearn, for example, is drawn to the famous 
42s for unskilled workers and argues that Higgins’ decision facilitated work place 
re-organisation. Yet the wage for the unskilled, however, was only part of the 
award. Higgins set wage rates – and generous wage rates – for skilled work. It was 
these wage rates that agricultural implement manufacturers – and particularly the 
major employer H.V. McKay – were most concerned about. For these wage rates 
had profound implications for McKay’s attempts to reorganize the work place and 
control the labour process. 

There is also a great deal of confusion and lack of detail in the published 
literature on just how the decision came about. In his biography of Higgins, John 

1  Mark Hearn, ‘Securing the Man, Narratives of Gender and Nation in the Verdicts of Henry 
Bournes Higgins’, Australian Historical Studies, vol. 37, no. 127, April 2006, pp. 1-24, p. 9.
2  Ibid. p. 9.
3  Ibid. p. 9.
4  Ibid. p. 10.
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Rickard writes that ‘New Protection’ was:5 
essentially a fulfillment of the logic of the Victorian Factory Act of 
1896, but in the federal sphere an ingenious device was required 
to overcome the Commonwealth’s lack of power over wages and 
employment. The government was to impose excise duties on locally 
manufactured goods, which would match tariff duties; but these 
excise duties would be waived if the president of the Arbitration 
Court certified that the manufacturer was paying ‘fair and reasonable’ 
wages to his workers. The agricultural-machinery industry was 
selected for the first implementation of the New Protection, and of 
the applications made to him for certificates Higgins chose that of 
H.V. McKay, the manufacturer of the Sunshine Harvester, as the test 
case. Thus was made the Harvester judgement, which has won its 
place in Australian history books as a symbolic part of the making 
of the Australian nation. 

As we shall see, this account is wrong in its details about how the tariff and excise 
were imposed – the tariff and the excise were distinct and were set at differing 
rates – and it leaves unasked a number of questions. Why, for example, was the 
agricultural-implement making industry chosen as the first test of New Protection? 
What was the significance of choosing the factory of H.V. McKay rather than 
other implement works? In the historical writing on the Harvester case very little 
background has been provided on the development and structure of the implement-
making industry, on the role played by employers in this industry and the part 
played by the implement workers in bringing the case to court and shaping its 
outcome. 

To understand the Harvester Judgment we argue that it is critical to understand 
the revolution that occurred in Australian agriculture in the decade before the Great 
War, and the changes that were taking place in the implement making industry 
as result of agricultural change. From 1896 to 1914, Australian agriculture was 
transformed and the wheat belt assumed its modern shape. At the heart of the 
expansion of the wheat belt was the application of mechanized farming that offered 
opportunities to both local and foreign manufacturers for the sale of agricultural 
implements. In their battle to compete with foreign manufacturers local producers 
raised the bogey of unscrupulous foreign trusts and they sought tariff protection 
from the new Commonwealth Government. At the same time they were determined 
to keep down local labour costs, and this brought them into conflict with their 
workers and their workers’ families. This bitter conflict between employers and 
employees helped to the shape the decision that Higgins made in 1907. The heart 
of this battle was not the wages paid to labourers, important though these were, 
but rather the recognition by Higgins that most implement workers should be paid 
skilled wage rates. 

The battle of the implement makers and their families to win what they 
considered wage justice goes to the heart of working-class politics in Melbourne 
in the years before the Great War. And this battle was intimately tied to the fortunes 
of the emerging Labor Party. Activists among the implement makers were key 

5  John Rickard, H.B. Higgins, The Rebel as Judge, Sydney, George Allen and Unwin, 1984, p. 171.
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players in the Labor Party in Melbourne’s western and northern suburbs. The 
ultimate failure of New Protection in the implement making industry turned them 
away from the policy of liberal protectionism. 

In this paper we wish to emphasize the agency of the men and women who 
took part in the Harvester Case. In the writing on the early history of arbitration 
and the Harvester Judgement the role of labour activists and their families has 
been ignored. Stuart Macintyre, for instance, has argued that arbitration was 
‘initiated neither by labour nor capital but by liberals who stood at a remove from 
both: and insofar as sections of the labour movement took up arbitration, they 
did so within the political paradigm that the liberals had established’.6 Although 
this may be true, once the legislation was enacted its success for working class 
families required the dedicated and courageous actions of shop floor activists. The 
conduct of the Harvester Case involved the work of dozens of ordinary trade union 
activists, and many suffered for their commitment. Feminist historians, following 
Conlon and Ryan, have also questioned the value of the ‘family wage’. Patricia 
Grimshaw has written that:7 

Higgins clearly viewed the compulsion of impoverished wives as a 
burden to be avoided, and saw no reason to ask employers to indulge 
with high wages young single women, who were presumed to 
contribute only towards their own keep within a family household. 
And so women’s capacity to earn a fair wage, judged by criteria of 
equity and individual needs, was dealt a sore blow, which would 
bedevil their fortunes for decades. At the same time the formal 
demarcation of men’s and women’s jobs was institutionalised. 

With hindsight this might be correct; but in October 1907 the wives of implement 
makers faced the immediate job of making ends meet on the wages paid by McKay 
and other employers. The Excise and Tariff Act held out the promise of better 
wages for their husbands, and a number of women associated with the implement 
trade were prepared to reveal their domestic situation before the court to win better 
wages for their families. 

Implement Making 

Agricultural implement making emerged in Victoria under the protection of tariffs. 
The first workshops moved from repairs to plough making, and in the 1860s to 
production of simple reaping machines. In the 1870s, when the agricultural frontier 
moved to the Northern and Wimmera plains, manufacturers branched out and 
produced strippers and winnowers. The first reaping machines were pirated from 
the United States, and in the 1880s, when North American manufacturers exported 
the more sophisticated reaper and binder, Victorian firms (who did not manufacture 
these) lost market-share in harvesting machinery. In the 1890s Australian agriculture 
was transformed by new tillage methods, the application of superphosphate and 

6  Stuart Macintyre, ‘Neither capital nor labour: the politics of the establishment of arbitration’, in 
Stuart Macintyre and Richard Mitchell, Foundations of Arbitration: The origins and Effects of State 
Compulsory Arbitration, 1890-1914, Melbourne, Oxford University Press, 1989, p. 182. 
7  Patricia Grimshaw, Marilyn Lake, Ann McGrath and Marian Quartly, Creating a Nation, 1788-
1990, Melbourne, McPhee Gribble, 1994, p. 200. For the original statement of the impact of the 
Harvester Judgment on women see, E. Ryan and A. Conlon, Gentle Invaders: Australian Women at 
Work 1788-1974, Melbourne, Penguin, 1989, pp. 91-2.
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improved grain varieties. Farmers cropped larger acreages and mixed wheat with 
sheep and wool production. Two machines were essential to this revolution – the 
seed drill and the stripper-harvester. The first machine was initially imported from 
North America, but was soon pirated by local manufacturers. While a ‘combine 
harvester’ that did the job of the Australian stripper-harvester was first developed in 
California, these North American machines were large and expensive and unsuitable 
for the smaller Australian farms. Australian manufacturers in the 1890s developed a 
smaller machine that both stripped and winnowed crops, and they became standard 
part of farm inventories in the years after 1901. In 1913 the North American firm 
Massey Harris introduced into Australia a new machine – the Reaper-Thresher. This 
is in turn was adopted and modified by H.V. McKay and sold as a header.8 

The competition between Australian and North American manufacturers was 
the background to the battle for new protection. In 1902 the Commonwealth 
Government placed a tariff on Strippers and Stripper Harvesters.9 Australian 
manufacturers complained that their North American competitors dumped machines 
on the Australian market. This did not, however, stop them from entering into 
collusive agreements with their competitors to set the price of machines. Following 
the recommendations of the Royal Commission on the Tariff, the Excise Tariff Act 
of 1906 set the tariff on Harvesters at £12 from September 1906 and imposed an 
excise duty of £6 on machines manufactured at home and abroad from the first of 
January 1907. Australian manufacturers would be granted a remission from the 
excise duty if they paid ‘fair and reasonable wages’ and reduced the price of a five-
foot harvester from £81 to £65 within two years.10 Effectively, local manufacturers 
had to choose between compliance and protection of £18 per machine, or non-
compliance and the lower rate of protection of £12. They had to calculate whether 
a possibly different wage scale, together with a reduced selling price, was worth 
the £6 difference. And this at a time of a high demand for labour in the industry.

The Labour Market

Employment in the implement making trade grew rapidly in the 1870s. In the 1880s 
foreign competition cut into markets and employment declined. In the depressed 1890s 
employee numbers collapsed and recovery was hindered by drought in the late 1890s 
and early 1900s. However in the early twentieth century employment grew rapidly 
as manufacturers expanded output to meet the demand of the expanding agricultural 
frontier (Figure 1). By 1906-7 there were half a dozen major firms in Melbourne and 
the largest of these was the Sunshine Harvester Works, which after 1904 McKay 
moved progressively from Ballarat to Braybrook on Melbourne’s western fringe. By 
the beginning of 1907 the Sunshine Harvester works employed 495 men and boys.11

8  For the expansion of the wheat belt and a description of the technology associated with this see 
A.R. Callaghan and A. J. Millington, The Wheat Industry in Australia, Sydney, Angus and Robertson, 
1956. Our interpretation of the development technology differs considerably from theirs and we lay 
less importance in the role of Australian inventors. This is based on our ongoing research into the 
agricultural implement industry.
9  Custom Tariff Act no. 14 1902. 
10  Royal Commission on Customs and Excise Tariffs, Progress Report no. 6 Stripper Harvesters, 
Commonwealth Parliamentary Papers, no. 57, 1906. See also Report of the Royal Commission on 
Stripper Harvesters and Drills; together with Proceedings, Minutes of Evidence, and Appendices, 
Commonwealth Parliamentary Papers 1909, vol. 2. This second report has much detail on the 
structure of the industry in Melbourne. See also Excise Tariff Act no. 16 1906.
11  For the growth of the Sunshine Harvester Works see the evidence of H.V. McKay in Ibid. pp. 1601-1644.
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Melbourne implement making differed in significant ways from general 
engineering. General engineers generally produced one-off items – such as 
mining machinery – or were involved in repair work. Implement makers produced 
standard items – reapers, strippers and winnowers – in significant volumes, and 
this permitted manufacturers to subdivide labour. From the 1870s wages in the 
implement trade were lower than in general engineering, and there was a greater 
tendency to employ improvers and juveniles in agricultural implement making 
than in general engineering. The implement trade was also highly seasonal in its 
demand for labour. There were two peak periods each year: tillage machines were 
manufactured in late summer and autumn and harvesting machines in late winter 
and spring. Australia’s variable climate also had a major impact on labour demand 
and production plummeted during droughts.12

In June 1870 employees in the implement trade formed a union – the 
Agricultural Implement and Machine Makers Association – and in April 1874 they 
pushed for the eight hour day. Although this was granted the union then pushed for 
a wage which was successfully resisted by the employers in a lockout. The union 
disappeared for over ten years and was revived in 1885. Within four months 200 
members had been recruited. However, the union was weak and had little control 
over recruitment into the trade. In 1886 the union resolved that poorly paid workers 
and improvers were ‘a millstone around the neck of the union’ but two weeks later 
resolved that entry into the trade was open to any person who had served their 

12  The records of a number of nineteenth century firms are extant. See the records of Hugh Lennon, 
University of Melbourne Archives and the Records of John Mitchell & Co Pty Ltd, Noel Butlin 
Archives Centre, Australian National University. The former has wages records dating from the 
1870s through to the 1920s and the later from 1891-1896, 1915-1943. Series 60/19 and Series 60/20.

Source: Victorian Statistical Registers

Figure 1 Employment in the Victorian Agricultural Implement Trade
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indentures or who had two years’ experience in the trade. The union rate of wages 
for tradesmen was set at a minimum of 48s per week, 12 shillings below the rate 
for members of the Amalgamated Society of Engineers. The union wage rate for 
labourers in the late 1880s was 6s per day or 36s per week. Wages books suggested 
that a minority of skilled men could command 60s or more per week but the typical 
worker during the 1880s was paid from 30s to 48s (see Figure 2).13

Source: Wages Books Hugh Lennon and Mitchell Brothers

Figure 2 Wage Rates in Agricultural Implement Industry
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In the 1890s depression membership of the union collapsed. In February 1892 
shop stewards reported to the union that ‘Hands were slackening off. And they 
were sorry to inform members that it was the best paying members that were put 
off’. By December 1892 the level of arrears in contributions was so high that 
the Secretary David Smith recommended a ballot to terminate the society. In 
October of the following year he urged members ‘that something would be done 
to reconstruct the society. The few members that did remain in the old society had 
done there (sic) best – but was not supported by the majority. Hence a minority 
could not carry on’. He reminded those present ‘what disunity meant – Long 
hours, low wages, piece work and all the other evils that workers must suffer 
when not united’.14

After reaching a trough in 1895 employment in the implement making sector 
picked up in 1897 and 1898. Although there was a brief setback during the drought of 
1901-2, the first decade of the new Commonwealth saw a surge in employment in the 
implement industry, which was only arrested by the 1915 drought. In 1907, Smith, 
who had been the secretary of the union in 1885 and who had recently been elected 

13  For the early history of the Union see Argus 22 June 1870. For the eight hour day see 13, 20 April 
1874 and 21 May 1874. For the strike over wages, Argus 22, 29 and 31 August, 3, 4, 9,12, 15 and 17 
September 1874. The minute books of the new union formed in March 1885 are held at University of 
Melbourne Archives. See 17 June, July 1886, 29 November 1889
14  Implement Makers minutes 18 February 1892, 10 November 1892, 10 October 1893. 
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as MLA for Bendigo, recalled that during the depression he had suffered two wage 
reductions, and had been forced by unemployment to take up a position as a country 
blacksmith. Wages books also show that implement firms reduced money wages in 
the mid-1890s, although real wages for those lucky enough to stay in employment 
rose with the general deflation of the depression. By the turn of the century real wages, 
however, had returned to their pre-depression levels, and remained low relative to the 
wages in general engineering. The introduction of wages board legislation after 1896 
offered the promise of improved wages, and it was to seek a wages board that the 
union was revived in 1900 after seven years of inactivity.15

The first attempts to win a wages board were bitterly opposed by employers, 
and in many factories activists, particularly shop stewards, were victimised. H.V. 
McKay led the opposition to the implementation of a wages board. Part of his 
decision to relocate his factory from the City of Ballarat to the Shire of Braybrook 
was to avoid a wages board granted to moulders in 1904. Many of his senior 
workmen were also the leading organisers in a body known as the Harvester 
Defence League. This body was ostensibly formed to lobby for tariff protection 
but it also opposed efforts to set up a wages board. When a board was granted in 
late 1906, the Chief inspector of factories appointed members of the League to the 
board. The union protested and forced the Chief Inspector to hold an election. At 
the election held in February 1907, the union’s minutes recorded, the ‘employees 
divided into two distinct parties and the Trades Hall unionists section scored a 
decisive victory’. The vote was 3 to 1 in the union’s favour.16

Once a board had been established, employers adopted stonewalling tactics. 
Employees faced difficulties with the ‘reputable employers’ clause under which 
wages boards could not set rates of wages in advance of the rate by reputable 
employers. But who was a reputable employer? The union faced the circular 
argument that a reputable employer was one who was considered reputable by 
his peers. Employers also argued that minimum wages could be set by taking an 
average of the rates paid by reputable employers. Debate in wages board meetings 
also became bogged down in definition of job descriptions. Employers, for example, 
wanted to divide blacksmiths into Blacksmith Class A and Blacksmith Class B. At 
the sixth meeting of the wages board in April 1907 the union’s argument took a 
novel twist and along with the wage for a blacksmith they introduced a schedule 
setting out the cost of living of a family of five. The union argued that 53s 7d was 
required to keep a family of five and this took no account ‘of books, toys, crockery, 
utensils etc. This table can scarcely be said to include anything which could be 
dispensed with and so it is very evident that the rate asked for is no more than 
reasonable’. But here the matter stopped and the employers introduced yet another 
average taken from the wages books of a Melbourne firm. 17 

The Excise Tariff Act

While preparations were under way for the formation of the Wages Board, 

15  Implement Makers minutes, 11 April 1907.
16  For the battle with the H.D.A. see Wages Board History File, VPRS/5466/P000/Unit 2 and 
Implement Makers, minutes, 13 September 1906, 31 January 1907, 21 February 1907 and 28 
February 1907. 
17  See Wages Board History File, VPRS/5466/P000/Unit 2 and minutes of wages board NBAC Z374 
Box 1. The cost of living schedule was tabled on 29 April 1907.
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Melbourne’s major manufacturers made application to the registrar of the 
Arbitration Court to have a hearing into the question of remission of excise duty. 
Most believed that this would be a foregone conclusion, for in a recent case Justice 
O’Connor had upheld the rates paid by South Australian manufacturers and he had 
intimated that a decision on Victorian rates could await the outcome of a Wages 
Board. They had not reckoned on the determination of the implement makers’ 
union or that the policy of the court would change when a new president, H.B. 
Higgins, was appointed in September 1907.18

Under the excise tariff regulations manufacturers were obliged to place 
notices in their workplaces of their intention to seek exemption. When the first of 
these appeared in a number of factories in April 1907 – including H.V. McKay, 
T. Robinson and Co, and Nicholson and Morrow – the secretary of the union 
informed the registrar: ‘we take exception’. Members were also urged to attend 
the eight hours procession that year as it was the most important procession in the 
history of the implement makers. Learning of the decision to challenge his wages 
McKay wrote to the implement makers:

Without admitting the right of your society to be heard on the hearing 
of my application, I shall be obliged if you will let me have a list of 
the rate of wages which have been agreed upon by the society as fair 
and reasonable in order that I may see in what respect such rates are 
greater than the wages paid by me.

The union minutes record that after much discussion they decided that as he 
questioned their right to be heard they would not furnish the rates.19

The appeal to the arbitration court had important implications for a relatively 
young and struggling union. It became clear to dedicated activists that they needed 
to become more professional and that they required more members to finance 
their impending court case. Advertisements were placed in the press, and after 
interviews Edward Fitzgerald Russell was appointed secretary. Although Russell 
had served an apprenticeship as a compositor in Gippsland, he appears to have 
slipped from the labour aristocracy and by the early twentieth century he worked 
as a labourer in Port Melbourne. He was a member of the Socialist Party and 
was a socialist councillor for Port Melbourne.20 As well as employing a fulltime 
secretary the union took the novel step of engaging legal counsel and a retainer 
of £25 was paid to the solicitor Mr J. Woolfe. A mass meeting was also called to 
solicit new members. The union’s leaders also realised that the coming battle was 
one that was of profound importance to the labour movement. Old friendships in 
the Labor Party were called on and Federal Members were asked to visit factories 
and address workers on the excise issue.21 

Although 120 applications had been made for exemptions under the Excise 
Act, Justice Higgins chose to commence proceedings by taking evidence from 
the Sunshine Harvester Works of H.V. McKay. Initial dispute turned around the 
request by the union’s barrister, Mr Duffy, for financial statements of profits for the 

18  For Justice O’Connor’s decision in South Australia see newspaper cutting files Mitchell & Co, 
NBAC, 60/22/1.
19  Implement Makers, Minutes, 11 April 1907.
20  Charles Fahey, ‘Russell, Edward Fitzgerald (1867 - 1943)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
Supplementary Volume, Melbourne, Melbourne University Press, 2005, pp. 347-348.
21  Implement Makers, Minutes, 1 August 1907.
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past two years. He argued that such statements had been provided in the recent case 
heard by Justice O’Connor in South Australia. Duffy justified this by stating:22

We want to place this position before you. Here is a man, before the 
excise duty was imposed, who was able to manufacture at such a 
price and to sell at such a price. Now by virtue of his exemption he 
is free from rivals and able to sell at a better price. Of that advantage 
which he has got, some share should be given to the employees to 
an extent fair and reasonable. I think it is a pity that the matter has 
come before the court in this way.

McKay’s barrister, Mr Schutt, refused to disclose profits and the South Australian 
case was ruled not to be a precedent as the company concerned was a public 
company while the Sunshine Harvester Works was privately owned. McKay was 
asked if he would present the firm’s wages books. Through his counsel, Mr Schutt, 
it was agreed to release the wages books so long as names were not made public. 
McKay’s strange justification for this was that employees included both unionists 
and non-unionists.23 

Unlike the earlier hearings into the Tariff, H. V. McKay chose not to appear at 
the Excise hearings and sent two loyal lieutenants, his brother George McKay and 
the factory superintendent George Bult. Questions and cross examination of both 
of these witnesses focussed around the issue of apprentices versus boy labourers. 
On the second day of the hearings McKay’s wages books were presented and the 
sheer diversity of occupational designations provided the focus of much of the 
subsequent investigation. Although we have not been able to locate the wages 
information presented to the court and newspaper reports suggest wage ranges 
rather than individual listings were submitted, we have located employment 
records for the years around Harvester. A selection from the Argus list of daily 
wage rates is presented below.

Fourteen ironmoulders, journeymen 8s to 12s
Five ironmoulders, improvers 5s 10d to 7s
Seventeen ironmoulders, bound apprentices 1s 4d to 6s 8d
Seven turners, journeymen 8s to 10s 6d
Four turners, improvers over 21 6s 4 to 7s
One turner improver under 21 5s 9d
Eight turner apprentices unbound 2s 3d to 5s 6d

In several departments the simple occupational designation ‘boy’ was listed, 
and this became a source of press comment. Senator Neild declared that it was a 
horrifying list of wages paid by a firm which had shifted beyond the operations of 
the factory law, and he added ‘fancy a boy being called upon to work a circular 
saw at 3s to 4s per day, while 24 apprentices and 16 boys worked at 1s 3d per 
day’. A factory’s rules printed with the wages book depicted a workplace where 
discipline and good workmanship were demanded and recalcitrant behaviour was 
fined. Questions under oath about job descriptions absorbed much of the court’s 
time. Of particular concern was the question of apprenticeship. George McKay 
explained that unbound apprentices were boys who came into the shop and learnt 

22  Harvester Transcript, p. 9.
23  Harvester Transcript pp. 14-15. 
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the trade without being bound. He observed that they improved until they became 
journeymen. This practice had grown up in Ballarat when they were unsure whether 
the works would stay there. In 1907 they generally bound apprentices at the request 
of parents but the bound and unbound were treated alike. The terms journeymen 
and improver were defined. The former was ‘a competent tradesman who had 
arrived at the average standard efficiency of his trade’; the later was a ‘person who 
had previous experience in the trade and had not yet obtained sufficient skill to be 
a journeyman’. Higgins’ concern with improvers quickly became obvious when 
McKay stated that age was not the issue here and Higgins observed ‘Then some 
men might be 35 or 40 years but not get a full wage’. 

The wages sheets of McKay clearly demonstrated that the firm employed a large 
number of juveniles and, despite McKay’s assurance to the Royal Commission on 
tariffs in 1906 that not many employees received less than £2 per week, his records 
show a wage of less than £2 was common in October 1907. Moreover, men with 
skilled job descriptions – fitters, turners and blacksmiths etc – were paid less than 
60s per week, the prevailing rate in jobbing engineering works (See Figure 3). 
The burden they faced was to show that such wages were fair and reasonable. 
In his opening statement Schutt asserted that much of the work at Sunshine was 
driven by technological advances in machine tools that rendered the skills of the 
traditional metal tradesman unnecessary.24 

I may say in passing with regards the fitting work, that when the 
iron parts come to the fitter all he has to do is put the pieces together. 
Every hole is already drilled and everything is ready for putting the 
bolts through the holes and putting the nuts on. The bolts and nuts 
are also ready for him.

What the sheet iron workers have to do is to cut the sheet iron into 
parts suitable for making machines. The work they accomplish is 
almost all repetition and is done to patterns. All they require to do is 
be careful to adjust the patterns they are adjusting to the iron. Their 
work is really comparatively simple.

Although the carpenters are employed here to be tradesmen they 
have only to do very simple work.

After two days of hearings, evidence had been taken from only two witnesses and 
the union realized they were in for a long and expensive struggle. Another public 
meeting, called to discuss finances, agreed to levy members in receipt of 25s or 
more per week half a day’s pay for four weeks. Married men on 25s to £2 would 
be exempt but were asked to give what they could. The levy was to be considered a 
loan, with the most necessitous submitting their names and the order of repayment 
otherwise determined by ballot.25

24  Harvester Transcript, pp. 38, 39 and 40.
25  Implement makers, Minute book, 10 October 1907.
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Source: Employees Register, Sunshine Harvester, 1904-1909

Figure 3 Wages at the Sunshine Harvester Works, Beginning of October 1907 
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Through the evidence of Bult and McKay, Schutt attempted to demonstrate 
the work at Sunshine required little skill. In cross-examination the proceedings 
became bogged down in the myriad of wage rates presented in the Sunshine wages 
book. Jack Arthur, who represented the iron workers, queried George McKay over 
the differences in the rate of wages for their blacksmiths and those in engineering 
shops. In engineering the minimum union rate was 10s per day while at McKay’s 
the minimum was only 8s. When asked was there any great difference in the 
work George McKay replied: ‘Yes they are not to be compared. The blacksmith’s 
work in an engineering shop requires a great deal more skill than our work does’. 
However, when it came to the differences between journeymen and improvers 
he had great difficulty in explaining the minute distinctions in wage rates. When 
Arthur asked how he judged the difference in competency between a blacksmith’s 
minimum rate of 8s and an improver on 7s 10d per day, McKay had no real 
response. An exasperated Higgins asked:26

Why does not a big firm such as yours fix the rate of pay and employ 
the best man obtainable, instead of having these finikin differences 
of 2d per day.

Family Budgets

Higgins provided his own solution to this impasse. A week into the hearings he 
observed:27

In order to find what is fair and reasonable remuneration I should 
like to know in the present state of the markets what food clothing 
and shelter can be got for a certain wage. “Fair and reasonable” 
means something between a good wage and a living wage. I think 

26  Argus, 15 October 1907. This aside by Higgins is not reported in the official transcript.
27  Harvester Transcript, Monday 14 October, p. 253. 
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Mr Duffy is right in saying it is not merely on what a labourer can 
live. It is fair and equitable remuneration. At the same time I do not 
think I am entitled to refuse a man Excise remission if he does not 
give a good wage. It is something between a mere living wage in 
that sense and a good wage. The question of degree of skill only 
touches the fringe of the subject. 

A week later the employers’ barrister, Mr Schutt, was asked by Higgins whether he 
intended to present evidence on the cost of living. He replied that he did not intend 
to do so. During the opening stages of the union’s evidence, Mr Duffy observed 
the difficulties in presenting evidence; for several of their witnesses had been 
laid off. Whether this was victimization could not be proved and the hearing was 
conducted against a general retrenchment in the industry. Higgins observed that he 
had no power over the matter of employment. He did, however, make an important 
aside. In a recent issue of the Nineteenth Century, Vida Goldstein had presented 
figures on the cost of living. Higgins asked ‘could not her sources of information 
be found out? Of course it was not usual for a judge to make suggestions of this 
kind, but the case was exceptional’.28 

The union lawyer acting on the advice of his clients had challenged the 
enormous support the tariff provided McKay. An excise of £6 per machine 
amounted to £12,000 per year. A fair wage ‘should not be founded on the lowest 
wage paid’ as was the case with a wages board determination; ‘rather a fair and 
reasonable wage should be such as would give a man the ordinary comforts of life. 
That meant comfort for his family and himself. A fair and reasonable wage should 
not mean the highest wage attainable in the trade but a liberal wage’. In defining 
his liberal wage Duffy stated:

He (the workman) must be able to eat comfortably, to be housed 
comfortably and to have the reasonable enjoyments which a man 
enjoys in that state of life. To have his bit of tobacco if he wants to 
smoke, to have his glass of beer and go and see a Football Match on 
Saturday if that is the sort of enjoyment he indulges in. He has got to 
be able to clothe his wife and children and he himself has to have his 
working clothes and a decent suit to put on when he is not working. 
In other words the man who is the employee has to be surrounded 
by comforts such as an ordinary man of that class might reasonably 
desire, not such as if he got a fortune, but what he could reasonably 
expect from his own labours. Another way to examine it is “what is 
given to that class of labour elsewhere”.29 

Duffy informed Higgins that he would present evidence on the cost of living from 
workingman’s wives. Higgins replied that there is no ‘one can give better evidence 
as to the way the shoe pinches, if it does pinch than the workman’s wife’.30 

Family Budgets 

The evidence of family budgets is one of the most interesting features of the 

28  Argus, October 1922. This exchange id not in the official transcript. 
29  Havester Transcript, pp. 330-331.
30  Ibid. p. 333.
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Harvester transcript and it is, to our knowledge, one of the first times that budgetary 
evidence was sought in Australia. The was a strong tradition of collecting working-
class budgets by US Bureaus of Labour and of course there were the famous 
English examples of social explorers such as Rowntree. It is clear that this evidence 
had a deep influence on Higgins and was critical in his decision that wages at 
Sunshine were not ‘fair and reasonable’. There are a number of points that should 
be made about this evidence. Firstly, in offering to give evidence on budgets, 
Duffy sought an assurance that names would not be published in the press, and 
only three of the eleven witnesses were women. Secondly, because of the worries 
about victimization and the short notice of the union and its barrister, several of the 
witnesses were not engaged in manufacturing agricultural implements. Finally, the 
wages of those who presented were generally well in advance of average wages in 
the implement industry, and none of the witnesses worked for H.V. McKay. 

As the evidence of Kate Russell was quoted in Higgins’ final judgment, it is 
helpful to look at her evidence in a little detail. Kate Russell stated that she did 
not know what her husband Edward Fitzgerald Russell earned as secretary of the 
implement union, but he gave her 50s per week. Her commitments were:

 
Budget of Kate Russell October 1907
Rent 12s 6d
Lodge 1s 3d
Fire 3s 6d
Milk 2s
Meat 5s
Groceries 13s 6d
Papers 6d
Vegetables 2s
Bread 5s
Boots 2s
Clothes 2s
School requisites 6d
Total 49s 9d

Source: Harvester Transcript p. 441

In the Russell family there were six children; the eldest was 15, and earned 5s as 
a bookbinder, while the youngest was 12 months. They lived in a five room brick 
house with three bedrooms and a dining room. Kate Russell did not consider this 
a ‘good house at that’ and there was no bathroom; the bath and copper being in a 
shed at the back. 

At the time of the hearings her husband had been employed as a union secretary 
for four months. Before that they lived on 36s. Although they received a little 
help from the pension of an aged parent who lived with them, it cost them all her 
husband earned to live. Under the 36s they were always in debt and they only got 
out of debt ‘going without something and curtailing’. She could be certain that 
meat prices had risen recently as ‘in the days of 36 shillings we had so very little 
meat’. Their furniture had not been replaced since they were married.

For four years her husband was a vatman at the Apollo Candle Works. Before 
that he worked on the wharves and they ‘were living on less again’. There were a 
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good many days when her husband never tasted meat. On average he would have 
meat on three days a week and then at only one meal. Fish, she explained, was not 
a substitute for meat ‘because it was so dear’. She said fish was ‘not a poor man’s 
dish’. When her husband was getting 36 shillings a week:

we ran into debt. We let the tradesmen run up accounts. I paid them 
off the best way I could. We had to go without many a thing to pay 
the debt off – the children went very often bare footed to get the 
debt paid. I was a few years paying off the bill. If you pay so much 
a week they will allow you to run up a bill. Any man, if he sees you 
are honest, will trust you and I was trusted. 

When her husband worked on the wharves his wages were erratic, ‘sometimes 
10s, one week 25s, the next £1 and some weeks more, and some weeks nothing at 
all. Taking 52 weeks he would not earn over £2 a week’. At Kitchen’s there was 
constant employment ‘but it was keeping your nose to the grindstone year in and 
year out’.31

The Harvester hearings finished in late October with the decision handed down 
on 8 November. The language of this judgment has been frequently quoted.32

The provision for fair and reasonable remuneration is obviously 
designed for the benefit of employees in the industry; and it must 
be meant to secure them something which they cannot get by 
the ordinary system of individual bargaining with employers. If 
parliament meant that the conditions shall be such as they can by 
individual bargaining – if it meant that those conditions are to be 
fair and reasonable, which employees will accept and employers 
will give, in contracts of service – there would have been no need for 
the provision. The remuneration could safely have been left to the 
usual, but unequal contest, the “haggling of the market” for labour, 
with the pressure for bread on one side, and pressure for profits on 
the other. The standard of fair and reasonable must, therefore, be 
something else; and I cannot think of any other standard appropriate 
than the normal needs of the average employee, regarded as a human 
being living in a civilized community. 

Higgins argued that a fair and reasonable wage should be sufficient to ensure 
the workman food, shelter, clothing, frugal comfort provision for evil days, etc. 
Critically, Higgins determined that skilled workers should get a margin above this 
minimum in recognition of the training they had undertaken to obtain their skills. 
Had McKay paid 7s 6d or 7s, Higgins did not think he could refuse the application, 
but in the circumstance of McKay’s pay sheets he had to refuse the application. 
Central to Higgins’ judgment was the question of skill, and he was scathing of 
McKay’s use of improvers. He observed there were two classes of improvers: 
the fully trained men of average proficiency who could be put off by petty wage 
increases of 1d or 2d per day when they ought to be getting the journeyman’s 
standard; and those who had not been instructed in all branches of the trade. It was 
the tendency of employers to pick out the easiest part of artisans’ work, giving it 

31  Kate Russell’s evidence can be found in the Harvester Transcript, pp. 441-443. 
32  Commonwealth Arbitration Report 1907.
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to lads or young men and paying them below the tradesman’s standard. Higgins 
believed this was a standing menace to industrial order and industrial peace as well 
as a hindrance to industrial proficiency.33

The Impact of the Harvester Judgement

Higgins’ judgement posed two major problems for employers: it increased wages 
costs and left the issue of protection to be resolved. Higgins radically increased 
the wages of labourers but as he was totally opposed to improvers – ‘this body 
of half-trained men, hanging on the skirts of a trade’ – he made substantial wage 
increases across the board. The average wage increase awarded by Higgins was 
20 per cent per worker, and one fifth had their wages increased by 25 per cent.34 
Most employers as a result faced huge additions to their manufacturing costs. It 
was estimated at the Royal Commission on the Tariff that wages accounted for 
one third of the cost of producing a harvester. McKay the largest employer faced 
the most serious problem. Furthermore the judgment threatened the very logic 
of McKay’s enterprise: to build a factory using modern machine tools, manned 
by semi-skilled workers and frequently paid by performance or piece. On top 
of substantial wage increases the issue of excise duty had to be resolved. Most 
employers simply assumed that they would get remission for the tariff. Once 
Higgins had declared that wages were not fair and reasonable they became liable 
for unpaid excise. 

On the issue of unpaid excise many conservative commentators had little 
sympathy with the manufacturers and in particular McKay. The Argus asserted 
that the manufacturers had been ‘badly sold by their socialist allies’.35

Their disappointment might be great but they could expect little 
sympathy from the general public. Harvester makers in particular 
have been the most persistent mendicants and, in the case of the 
Sunshine works at any rate, the least worthy of consideration. Mr 
McKay’s firm has been making immense profits to the amount it 
is estimated of £28,000 per year and charging the highest price to 
farmers. 

On top of the problem of paying back excise duties, the manufacturers faced the 
additional problem that they had promised to reduce prices from £81 to £65 in the 
space of two years. It was little wonder that McKay immediately appealed against 
the decision in the High Court.

For the employees the Harvester Judgment offered the prospect of wage 
increases, while the union found itself saddled with enormous legal costs. However, 
enjoying increased wages was more problematic. The judgment was handed down 
at the point when production of harvest machines was coming to a seasonal end. 
Employees normally laid off men over the summer; it is likely that they were laid 
off in greater numbers than normal. McKay told the press in a statement after 
the judgment that he was engaged in delivery of stock only. At the beginning of 
October 1907, the Sunshine works employed 456 men and boys. Over the course 

33  Ibid. 
34  Calculated from the Sunshine Harvester Employees Register, 1904-1909, MUA.
35  Argus, 11 November 1907.



80  The Time of Their Lives

of the month, more than 40 per cent of the Sunshine workforce was dismissed 
or left voluntarily. In the immediate wake of the Harvester Judgement, a further 
ten per cent of the workforce present at the beginning of November 1907 was 
sacked.36 

The union initially threw its weight into an effort to ensure that the new rate of 
wages was paid. Shop stewards reported on the adoption of the new wage rates at 
each factory. At the Sunshine Harvester Works, H.V. Mckay immediately altered 
the wage rates for those he kept on. In smaller concerns, where the pressures on 
profitability where greater, there was a reluctance to concede the new wages rates. 
At the firm of Nicholson and Morrow employees complained in March 1908 that 
they were only getting 7s 6d per day when they were entitled to 9s. Appeals to 
Harrison Ord, the Chief Inspector of Factories, were to no avail and he informed 
the union ‘there was some doubt as to the legality of the award and he would 
do nothing until it was tested’. At a public meeting held in June 1908 the union 
carried unanimously the motion that:37 

The union protests against the inaction of the authorities in the 
matter of New Protection and the injustice thereby thrust upon the 
employees who were induced to favour protection to the employers 
on the understanding that protection should be afforded to the 
workers and incur heavy expenses in support of their claim. They 
secured an award that has not been faithfully observed, [and] though 
specific cases of evasion have been reported; no action had been 
taken to compel employers to observe the award. We are of the 
opinion that the authorities should impose the award at once, as we 
are entitled to the wages whatever the decision of the High Court 
may be and that the award is legal until proved otherwise by such 
decision.

The union took its case to the Labor Opposition and found a supporter in leader 
Andrew Fisher who proposed that once in power the Labor Party could use anti-
trust legislation to force employers to pay the rates prescribed by the Higgins’ 
award. But such an action would have to await the outcome of the 1910 election. 
A more immediate problem faced the union when the High Court overturned the 
judgment in June 1908. The impact of this was to throw the implement makers 
back into the hands of the Victorian wages board system. Employers such as 
McKay immediately cut the wages of many of their men. Deliberations of the 
wages boards had moved a glacial pace before the Harvester hearings, and after 
June 1908 employers saw little reason to speed matters up. A new award was not 
introduced until March 1909.38

As we have seen a number of feminist historians have argued that the Harvester 
decision with its emphasis on the male bread winner had the long term consequence 
of enshrining low wages for women. The harvester decision placed the male at the 
centre of the family income; his wage was supposed to provide for a wife and 
three children. Higgins in making this decision clearly had little empirical data 

36  Calculated from Sunshine Harvester Employees Register, 1904-1909, MUA. 
37  Implement makers, Minute Book, 21 November 1907, and 13 February, 27 February, 26 March 
and 4 June 1908.
38  Implement makers, Minutes 18 June 1908 and Wages Board File VPRS 5466/P000/1. 
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at hand. The budget information he gathered during the Harvester decision came 
largely from trade union officials and from a number of men working outside the 
implement trade. The lowest wage of his 11 witnesses was 45s; in the Sunshine 
factory adult wages for unskilled men were frequently in the range of 30s to 42s 
(see Appendix One). Moreover, there was very little information on family sizes 
available to him. Such statistics were only collected at the 1911 census. The 
problems of the privileging of the family wage were further compounded by the 
decision of Higgins in the Fruit Packers’ Case of 1910. In this award he set equal 
wages for women doing male work but significantly lower wages for work deemed 
to be done by women.39

In 1907 most women worked in a labour market where gender inequalities 
were already entrenched. For married women, most of whom were not in fulltime 
work, increased male wages offered great promise in improving living standards. 
The women who gave evidence to the court in 1907, as the example of Kate 
Russell demonstrates, knew the impact of low wages on the domestic economy. 
While only four women actually gave evidence, their evidence does mark one 
of the first occasions in the life of the new Commonwealth where working-class 
women made public statements about their domestic situations. It is clear that 
their partners appreciated the part they played. Late in January 1908, a union 
committee member, Mr J Skehan, observed that the union was guilty of a very 
serious omission, and letters should be sent to the ladies who had given evidence 
on their behalf in the recent hearings. Various suggestions were made and the 
matter was left in the hands of the executive. It was later decided that £10 would 
be set aside for a presentation to the women and a social with an entrance fee of 
1s per head would be held. In October 1908, almost a year after the Harvester 
hearings, this gathering took place. ‘Mesdames Baylis, Schmidt, Russell and 
Smith’ acknowledged their gifts and ‘iterated the pleasure it had given them to 
assist the workers in their struggle for better conditions’.40 

Unfortunately this was a brief moment of cheer in an otherwise depressing 
year for the union and its members. Activists were particularly at risk for their 
role in the Harvester Case. Late in January 1908, at the monthly meeting of the 
union, the vice-president was invited to take the chair and the President Mr J.M. 
Smith was asked to leave the room. A motion was moved that testimonial sheets 
be sent to the various workshops to raise funds to suitably recognize the valuable 
services of their president ‘who had been debarred from obtaining employment at 
his trade through the prominent part he took in the preparation of the brief in the 
recent Harvester cases’. Almost two years later the union minutes recorded that 
Smith had displayed his capacity in preparing the harvester case and as he had 
‘practically been harried from employment by employers’ he was appointed as an 
organizer at £3 per week. After the High Court appeal the union was forced back 
to wages boards and here activists faced harassment. In August 1910, Mr F Lyons 
reported to the union that he had resigned from his job as he had been ‘dogged 
and finally not been able to take it any longer’. His opinion was that he had been 
victimised for his role in the wages board.41

39  For family sizes in Australia in the early twentieth century see Neville Hicks, ‘Theories of 
Differential Fertility in Australia, 1891-1911’, Historical Studies, vol. 16, no. 63, October 1975.
40  Implement makers, Minute Books, 30 January, 11 and 30 July and 8 October 1908.
41  Ibid. 30 January 1908 and 10 August 1910.
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Throughout 1907-1910 the union also faced extreme difficulty meeting the legal 
expenses of the Harvester Case. In mounting the case the union had instructed a 
solicitor, J. Woolfe, and the hearings were conducted by two barristers. The costs 
of the case eventually amounted to £1,112. Throughout 1908-9 Woolfe pressed 
the union for payment. At one point he advised the union to levy its members and 
he claimed in November 1909 that all the revenue of the union, less the costs of 
administration, should be paid to him. In desperation the union sought political 
help and approached Andrew Fisher. He acknowledged the national importance of 
the work done during the Harvester Case and agreed to support the union should 
the Labor Party win office. The union also secured the services of a Labor barrister, 
Frank Brennan, who advised them that, in his opinion, Woolfe’s charges were 
excessive, and that they should settle for £500. In September 1910, the new Labor 
government agreed that £500 would be placed on estimates to relieve the union.42

At the centre of the battle for ‘New Protection’ the implement makers had 
more to lose than most. Nonetheless, resentment at the failure of the Harvester 
Case and the promise that it offered was undoubtedly shared by many among the 
urban working class and reactions to Harvester helps us to understand the move 
of working-class electorates from Deakinite liberals to the Labor Party and the 
victory of Labor in the election of April 1910. 

Among the implement makers there were a number of staunch supporters of the 
Victorian Socialist Party, including the union’s first fulltime secretary E.F. Russell. By 
1908, however, the union had disavowed active support of the Socialists and plumbed 
for the PLC. Failure of the Harvester Case increased the determination of the union to 
take political action. In May 1909, after the Secretary had unsuccessfully interviewed 
the Chief Inspector of Factories, the Union called on the Trades Hall Council to 
condemn his partisan actions. This led the assembled members into a more general 
discussion regarding the value of political action, and it was ‘unanimously assumed’ 
that until they won ‘control of the administration’ they would not get tangible benefits 
out of industrial legislation’. Individual members continued to express left wing 
views particularly in regards to industrial unionism. In June 1909 one of their more 
radical members believed that attending solely to arbitration acts and wages boards 
was only marking time. They could not advance until they had removed sectionalism 
and adopted Industrial Unionism. In 1910 their Eight Hour Day banner depicted ‘craft 
unionism’ as a weakly child and ‘new unionism’ as a giant.43

Although few active union members had much time for Alfred Deakin, the failure 
of new protection and ‘fusion’ cut deeply. In December 1909 the union expressed its 
dissatisfaction with the betrayal of new protection by its professed champions and 
called on members to relegate the ‘slipping politicians’ who had become ‘followers 
of Judas’ (Alfred Deakin). In particular they subscribed funds to the PLC to contest 
the Maribyrnong seat held by Mr Samuel Mauger, a long-time liberal protectionist 
who had followed Deakin into the Fusion. For joining the Fusion party he was 
condemned as the ‘particular enemy of the implement makers’. In preparation for 
the 1910 election they commissioned a special banner to show ‘how the implement 
makers had been imposed upon by Deakin’s New Protection’.44

42  Ibid. 13 February, 17 December 1908, 14 January, 25 February 3 June, 8 September, 3 November, 17 
November and 1 December 1909.
43  Ibid. 6 May, 3 June 1909 and 2 February 1910.
44  Ibid. 1 December 1909, 12 and 26 January 1910.
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Epilogue

The failure of ‘new protection’ was a key element in the victory of the Labor 
Party at the 1910 election, and, more than most, the implement makers felt the 
hollowness of Deakin’s promise that new protection sought to make good wages 
‘actual’.45 The first wages board of March 1909 set wages well below the rates set 
by Higgins, and employers were in no hurry to amend this award in the following 
years. The success of Labor in 1910 and promises of the Labor Party to reform 
emboldened the implement makers to push more aggressively for wage increases. 
In May the union wrote to Fisher and called upon him to immediately amend the 
arbitration bill to make it easier for unions to take advantage of the bill and to 
give preference to trade unionists. This later proposal was one of the more radical 
measures introduced by Labor and the implement makers took their own steps 
towards its end by pushing for increased membership of their union. They also 
began to take more determined actions against the Sunshine Harvester Works. 
In November a new log of wages and conditions was adopted and to facilitate 
wages board negotiations to win this a mass meeting was held in January 1911. 
The following motion was put: that ‘all non unionists be given the opportunity 
of three weeks from this date of joining the union; failing which the executive 
advise the union members to refuse to work with them’. The union also demanded 
that their log be adopted within one month. Although E.F. Russell cautioned his 
members that the motion ‘practically meant a declaration of war’ it was carried 
unanimously. And this was how it was received. In March 1911, when the motion 
expired, a handful of men held out against the union, H.V. McKay refused to 
dismiss these men, and a lockout in the industry took place. Failure in this three 
month dispute kept the implement makers out of the Federal Arbitration Court for 
another two decades.46

Higgins’ Harvester Judgement of 1907 quite properly remains central to the 
historiography of the early Commonwealth, particularly the early tariff, industrial 
arbitration and the evolution of the two-party system. Yet the modus operandi of 
the New Protection legislation has been misunderstood, and Higgins’ response to 
the Sunshine Harvester Works and the impact of his judgment on wage rates there 
misrepresented. Higgins may have found much to admire in McKay’s enterprise, 
but he also found much to abhor. In particular, he condemned McKay’s use of 
improvers and helpers. ‘It is this body of half-trained men, hanging on the skirts 
of a trade, that is used for the purpose of pulling down the wages of fully trained 
men’.47 By awarding such men substantial wage increases, Higgins directly 
challenged McKay’s managerial prerogative. And we must insist that Higgins’ 
opinion that employers’ ability to pay was not a reasonable criterion by which to 
set wages was also a direct challenge to prevailing prerogatives, as evidenced by 
the widespread conservative dismay, not to say anger, that greeted the publication 
of his Judgement. It is strange, too, that after almost one hundred years the 
workingmen and their wives who played such a critical role in the events of 1907 
have been almost entirely overlooked. Gendered inequality was already a feature 

45  See Commonwealth Parliamentary Papers, 1907-08, vol. 11, no 147 ‘New Protection – 
Explanatory Memorandum in Regard To’.
46  Implement makers, minutes 4 May 1910, 30 November 1910 and 22 January 1911. 
47  Harvester Judgement, p. 15.
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of the wages system, and it is surely difficult to argue that male workers in the 
agricultural implement industry, and workers’ wives, could have been expected 
to argue for anything else than a wage that would support families above a bare 
subsistence level. Their case, and their appearances in court, demanded conviction 
and courage, and we should not permit the luxury of hindsight to forget such 
qualities. 
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Among Keen Men and Pampered Ladies: the Eight-
Hour Working Day Debate in Sweden

Mikael Ottosson and Calle Rosengren

In 1920, the eight-hour working day and the 48-hour working week were legislated 
in Sweden. With the intention of proposing this legislation, the Swedish liberal-
socialist government appointed a Working Time Committee in 1918, composed 
of representatives of government, employees and employers. This tripartite 
system, rare at this time, would become synonymous with the Swedish ‘policy of 
compromise’ or ‘the Swedish model’.1 This chapter examines this Working Time 
Committee and the debates that engulfed it. 

Work during the early phases of industrialisation was characterised by long 
working days and low productivity.2 During the decades before 1920, the Swedish 
capitalistic economy underwent radical changes. The market expanded in volume 
as well as in geographical spread, making it more complex. Demands for quality 
and ability to deliver increased as the competition became regional, national and 
international.3 As a result, the demands for quality of work increased, which in 
turn made it highly important to control the work and labour process.4 The former 
common exploitation of children, prisoners and others marginalised decreased and 
became illegal. The exploitation of labour transitioned from long working hours 
with low productivity, to shorter working hours with higher productivity, or as 
Hobsbawm puts it, from an extensive to an intensive level.5 In other words, as 
intensity rose, working hours fell. 

The Swedish eight hour day legislation of 1920 was general in nature. However, 
after considerable pressure was put on the government, several branches were 
exempted. Due to these exemptions, the legislation mainly came to comprise the 
industrial sector. It would be a few more decades before the legislation covered 
the entire Swedish labour market.6 Besides the above-mentioned explanations 
related to changes in production, the timing of this legislation must also be seen 
in relation to the political upheavals occurring in neighbouring countries such as 
Russia, Finland, Austria and Germany. Sweden was also experiencing an unstable 
political situation. Primarily, a scarcity in food supplies had led to several riots.7 
In light of the social and political turmoil, the Committee’s work can be seen 

1  See M. Childs, Sweden: The Middle Way, Faber, London 1936.
2  For a detailed exploration of this see A. Johansson, Den effektiva arbetstiden: Verkstäderna och 
arbetsintensitetens problem 1900-1920, Stockholm, Almqvist & Wiksell International, 1977, pp. 88-95. 
3  M. Ottosson Sohlberg och Surdegen: sociala relationer på Kosta glasbruk (diss), Lund, Ottos och 
Bettans grafiska, 1999, p. 241.
4  Ibid.
5  E. J. Hobsbawm, Industry and empire: An economic history of Britain since 1750, 
Harmondsworth, Penguin Books Ltd. 1972 (1968), p.123.
6  T. Isidorsson, Striden om tiden: Arbetstidens utveckling i Sverige under 100 år i ett internationellt 
perspektiv (diss), Göterborgs Universitet, 2001 pp. 57-61.
7  C. G. Andrae, ”Från ord till handling” in S. Koblik (ed.), Från fattigdom till överflöd, Stockholm, 
Wahlström och Widstrand, 1973, p. 221.
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as a means for the government to disarm the left wing of the labour movement 
and to avoid further political confrontation. At this time, the Swedish Employers’ 
Association (SAF) was a bitter opponent of franchise reform and working time 
regulations, which were seen as contrary to ‘the freedom of work’. The resistance 
to universal male suffrage was based on the argument that the common worker had 
not achieved sufficient intellectual and moral maturity. Furthermore, it was argued 
that a franchise reform would benefit labour before capital. Society was seen as 
being built on a balance of different interests, and reform, it was claimed, would 
jeopardise this balance.8 In the same manner, the employers argued over working 
hours. Their view was that ideal social conditions entailed a healthy individual 
working at least ten hours a day.9 The labour movement – represented by the trade 
union Landsorganisationen (LO) – had a strong connection to the Swedish Social 
Democratic Labour Party (SAP). Since its inception in 1889, the SAP’s main 
objectives included universal male suffrage and the eight-hour working day.10

Apart from certain legislative restrictions regarding women and child labour, 
prior to 1920 working hours were regulated through agreements between labour 
market organisations. As a result of these agreements, working hours were 
reduced to 57 hours in 1905 and to 52 hours in 1919.11 However, in the second 
decade of the twentieth century, this low-profile tradition regarding working life 
took a turn towards increased state authority over the labour market. To create 
a foundation for legislation, a committee – the Working Time Committee – was 
appointed in 1918. The Committee’s purpose was to map the present working time 
situation and to estimate the economic consequences of the suggested reduction 
in legislated working time. To give legitimacy to the legislation, the composition 
of the Working Time Committee was constituted to reflect the interests of the 
different labour market organisations. The conclusion of the Committee was based 
on two major investigations. Because working time was not formalised through 
central legislation, the Committee’s first investigation aimed at estimating the 
present working time situation. The second investigation aimed at estimating the 
economic consequences of a reduction in working time. As part of the second 
investigation, the Committee arranged hearings with labour market representatives. 
A total of 32 persons representing employers and employees from ten different 
branches of trade spoke before the Committee. The method used to select the 
32 representatives is not made explicit in the Committee’s archive, but it is 
reasonable to assume that the employers association and the labour movement had 
considerable influence over the process.12 The matter of the eight-hour working 
day is a complex issue that can be analysed from several different perspectives. 
The length of the working day can be seen as a consequence of technical and 
organisational development. From a technological determinative point of view, it 
can be argued that technology and economy had reached a level that demanded 
an eight hour day. From an idealistic perspective, the eight hour day can be seen 

8  G. F. Östberg, Tankar och förslag i rösträttsfrågan, Stockholm, Nya tryckeriet AB, 1906
9  H. Dahlqvist, Fri att konkurrera, skyldig att producera: En ideologikritisk granskning av SAF 
1902-1948 (diss), Växjö Universitet, 2003, pp.87-93.
10  H. Tingsten, “Arbetarrörelsens politiska idéer”, in K. Nilsson Arbetets söner: Samlingens tid, 
Stockholm, Steinsvik, 1946, s.300-325.
11  Isidorsson, Striden om tiden, 2001, p.53.
12  This chapter is based on the minutes of the Working Time Committee’s hearings with labour market 
representatives. 
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as a result of liberal, philanthropic politics. The eight hour day can also be seen as 
dependent on international politics. The pressure on specific countries to introduce 
working time legislation was increased by international agreements. The eight 
hour day can also be seen as the result of union struggles. 

These perspectives are undoubtedly important parts of our understanding 
of the context and framework of the history of the eight hour day. Rather than 
trying to determine which of these factors were most important, our ambition is 
to investigate how the eight hour day was given meaning and substance in the 
debate by the opposing sides. We believe that concepts used to describe work 
and working time are fundamentally political issues. The fact that concepts are 
politicised means that different actors, on the basis of their relation to the means of 
production, seek interpretive precedence. The phenomenon, the eight hour day, and 
the language that gives it meaning thus need to be put into a socio-political context. 
Several researchers argue that this conceptual history approach has been neglected 
and that seemingly neutral concepts have been used without reflecting on how our 
understanding of these concepts have affected not only past interpretations, but 
also interpretations of today. Instead of being neutral, concepts are bound to their 
users and reflect their different interests.13

What we found in our reading of the material was that the language used to 
describe the consequences of a working time reduction rested heavily on certain 
assumptions regarding the nature of production and labour. Here, these assumptions 
will be referred to as ‘the nature of work’ and ‘the nature of the worker’. The 
‘Nature of work’ contains the opposing sides’ assumptions about the natural, the 
technological and the social foundations of production. The ‘Nature of the worker’ 
is taken here to contain the opposing sides’ assumptions about the workforce – 
with regard to its physical and moral attributes. 

The Nature of Work

Not surprisingly, the details of the debate revealed that employers considered a 
reduction in working time to be a costly venture and they questioned who would 
pay the bill. For them, the proposed legislation was irresponsible and they warned 
that if it went ahead the country was heading for disaster. It would therefore be 
the consumer, already under great pressure, who would have to pay.14 The central 
argument presented was that the ‘machine’ dictated the pace of work and therefore 
if working hours were reduced, employers would have no ability to maintain or 
increase intensity, and without this a reduction in production was inevitable. One 
manager, Mr Bergengren, representing the textile industry, said: 

When considering the spinning mills, the size of production was 
dependent on the machines. This could generally be said to be 
operating at a full pace and among the most modern of its kind. The 
limit of work intensity was practically reached and an increase in work 

13  Dahlqvist, Fri att konkurrera, 2003, p.23-27; S. Hall, ‘Representation, Meaning and Language’, in 
S. Hall (ed.), Representation: Cultural representations and signifying practices, London, Sage, 1997, 
pp. 13-74; R. Koselleck, Futures Past: On the Semantics of Historical Time, Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 1985 pp. 73-80; Q. Skinner, Visions of politics: vol. 1, Regarding Method, 
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2002, pp. 57-114.
14  Svenska Dagbladet (conservative newspaper) 10 August 1920.
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intensity could therefore not compensate a shortened working day.15 
Bergengren could not see the possibility of technological or organisational 
development. And his comments were backed up by another employer, who 
stated:

The technological equipment here was as modern as possible and 
in this department, if machine work was conducted, a reduction in 
working time would cause a substantial reduction in production.16

The employers were giving voice to an understanding of the worker as a rather 
uncomplicated extension of the machine. The employers’ line of reasoning was 
based on the comprehension that there is a simple connection between hours put 
into work and production volume. 

In contrast, trade union representatives argued that a working time reduction 
was necessary to avoid a national labour drain. They feared that the present 
situation, with long working days and high work intensity, could wear out the 
workforce prematurely, and suggested that shorter working days would be a matter 
of better national housekeeping.17 

Contrary to employer perceptions, the union representatives argued that 
technological improvements could offset any reduction in productive output. It 
was a sentiment echoed by a number of employees who argued that even where 
technological advancements had been made, employers had not necessarily 
taken them up. As one cotton worker claimed: ‘even within the spinning mills 
old machinery was used to a great extent. If these were replaced with new ones, 
increases in production would be gained.’18 Trade unions argued that where new 
machinery had been used, it had made work more tiring and demanding:

It has to be pointed out, that new machinery had been implemented 
and a general modernisation of operations had taken place during 
recent years, thus making work far more demanding than before, a 
reduction in working time had not taken place.19 

Therefore, it was argued that an increase in productivity, based on new technology, 
had taken place and that this should be compensated for with a reduction in working 
time. Similar arguments were played out in other industries. With the question of 
productivity central to discussions, a number of other variables, outside of human 
control, were said to hinder possible productivity growth. One such example in the 
food industry was highlighted:

… work in the brewery industry is largely dependent upon chemical 
processes, processes that cannot be hurried. The brewing process 
demanded its time, as did the malting process and most of the 

15  Manager Bergengren, ‘Protokoll, hållet vid Arbetstidskommiténs sammanträde’, Minutes of 
the Working Time Committee meeting, 28 February 1919, Concerning the Textile Industry, p. 1, 
Kommittén ang lagstiftning för reglering av arbetstidens längd och förläggning, SE/RA/320101, 
Riksarkivet (National Archives of Sweden).
16  Manager Eriksson quoted from Ibid. p. 4. 
17  For a discussion on the Swedish labour movements’ relation to nationalism see H. Blomqvist, 
Nation, ras och civilisation i svensk arbetarrörelse före nazismen (diss), Stockholm, Carlssons 
bokförlag, 2006 and Ch Strahl, Nationalism och socialism: fosterlandet i den politiska idédebatten i 
Sverige 1890-1914 (diss), Lunds Universitet, 1983.
18  Trade union representative Janzén, ‘Protokoll’, op cit., p. 6-7.
19  Ibid. p. 6.
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workers were employed in relation to these processes. An increase 
in work pace was not possible within this line of work.20

The impossibility of regulating work processes conducted in close connection 
to nature was a common conception. Therefore, exemptions were made for farm 
work in the legislation.21 Employers concluded that it was impossible to settle on a 
working time suitable for all operations. Due to the seasonal nature of agricultural 
work, employers argued for a more flexible allocation of working hours over the 
year. Sugar industry representatives claimed a reduction in working hours could 
only be accommodated by an increase in workers: 

In order to maintain production at an unchanged level with a 
reduction to 48 hours a week, the number of campaign workers, that 
at the present time added up to approximately 5,400 men, would 
need to be increased by 2,300 men, in other words an increase of 
40 per cent.22 

Seasonal fluctuations demanded differing working hours: in Autumn workers 
were expected to work longer, while in Winter they were expected to work shorter 
hours. This need for flexibility was also highlighted with reference to expected 
problems in the transport industry, as it was closely related to both production 
flow and seasonal variation. As a group, the employers stressed that production 
was dependent on either natural or industrial rhythms to which working time must 
be able to adapt. This picture was countered in the debate by the liberal committee 
representative, Mr Ekman23, who emphasised predictability. He argued that there 
were no incentives for the flexible use of labour, as companies had nothing to gain 
from irregularities in the flow of production.

On the matter of pure industrial work, the employers and trade union 
representatives agreed on the possibility of increasing the rate of work. However, 
disagreements occurred concerning the length and magnitude of the expected 
increase. One manager, Mr Carlsson, representing the chemical industry said:

With manual work such as packaging, a possible increase in the rate 
of work was to be expected. However, based on prior experience, 
one can expect this increase to be a temporary phenomenon, an 
initial increase in produced units per minute that could soon be 
followed by regression to a normal pace.24 

Carlsson’s argument contains an obvious reference to a natural order of things. The 
employers referred to a natural order according to which an eight-hour working 
day was far too short for a healthy man. In this argument shorter working hours 
would morally corrupt workers and society; the employers viewed workers as 
bound to the rhythm of the machine, as they are bound to nature. In an extended 
context, this reflected a bourgeois view of the worker as threatening, uncivilised 
and driven by natural instincts.25 

20  Manager Almgren, ‘Protokoll’, op cit., 1 March 1919, Concerning the Brewery industry, p. 1.
21  John Nordin, Arbetsrådet och lantarbetstidslagen, Uppsala, Almqvist och Wiksell, 1938.
22  Manager Tranchell, ‘Protokoll’, 5 March 1919, Concerning the Sugar industry, p. 1.
23  Carl Gustav Ekman later became Prime minister of Sweden in 1926.
24  Manager Carlsson, ‘Protokoll’, 4 March 1919, Concerning the Chemical industry, p. 2.
25  B. Petersson, Den farliga underklassen: Studier I fattigdom och brottslighet I 1800-talets Sverige 
(diss), Stockholm, Almqvist och Wiksell, 1983 pp. 17-23 and pp. 56-60.
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The sentiment contained in the employers complaints were not shared by workers’ 
representatives, they nonetheless shared a similar reliance on ‘natural processes’. 
While the trade union representative, Mr Johansson, agreed that ‘due to the nature 
of several tasks within the chemical industry any increase in the rate of work 
was impossible’,26 he nonetheless saw great possibilities for an increased work 
pace when it came to manual labour. ‘There was a great amount of pure muscle 
work, and therefore a larger amount of work per minute could be attained after a 
reduction in working hours’.27 Johansson’s argument differs from the employers 
in that he felt this increase could be persistent. When Johansson used the concept 
of intensity, he gave it a dynamic nature. He therefore saw work intensity as 
fluctuating over the day and claimed that a reduction in working hours would not 
necessarily cause a loss of production. 

Both sides also differentiated between ‘simple’ and ‘intellectual’ work. Each 
considered it possible to increase the speed of work in the former, but not in 
the latter. Another manager, Mr Ljunggren, representing the furniture industry, 
captured this:

When it came to simple routine tasks an increased intensity in 
the cabinet-maker’s work could be possible. This was mostly a 
question of physical performance without any intellectual demands. 
Concerning more qualified cabinet making, where greater demands 
on intellectual capacity existed, an increase in work rate could 
hardly be expected.28

Despite the acknowledgement that an increased intensity could theoretically occur 
in mindless and mechanical tasks, the employers argued that as piecework systems 
were already fully implemented, the possibilities of intensifying simple work were 
already exhausted. At all times, the employers’ argued that more workers would 
need to be hired if production volumes were to be maintained. Connecting this 
to a paternalistic tradition among employers, they pointed to the additional costs 
that an extended workforce would bring: ‘considering the present lack of housing, 
an extension of the workforce would inevitably force the companies to supply 
the extra workers with accommodations’.29 A great difference of opinion existed 
between the opposing parties concerning the magnitude of this problem. The trade 
union representatives argued that companies only rarely supplied their workers 
with accommodation, and ‘although this did occur in rural areas, most factories 
were situated in cities’.30

As is clear from the above discussion, the employers’ argued, with reference to 
certain natural processes, that the scope of development of production was limited. 
It is possible to see the same assumptions in the employers’ views on the labourer. 
For example, the worker was seen as either skilled or unskilled – a division given by 
nature and impossible to influence. The employers claimed that the work was fairly 
often of a kind that demanded highly qualified or skilled workers. ‘Considering 
that every special machine, for its operation, required a perfectly suited and skilled 

26  Union representative Johansson, ‘Protokoll’, 4 March 1919, Concerning the Chemical industry, p. 4.
27  Ibid.
28  Manager Ljungren, ‘Protokoll’, 3 March 1919, Concerning the Carpentry industry, p. 4.
29  Manager Ljung quoted from ‘Protokoll’, 4 March 1919, Concerning the Chemical industry, p. 8.
30  Union representative Linde,‘Protokoll’, 3 March 1919, Concerning the Carpentry industry, p. 3.
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worker, it would hardly be possible to use shift organisation.’31 The employers 
summarised the situation by saying that the already existing shortage of skilled 
workers could become worse: ‘An increase in the number of workers would result 
in difficulties. More skilled workers would then be in great demand.’32 The supply 
of Swedish workers would not be sufficient to support industry. They linked their 
argument to a nationalistic discourse and claimed that they would be forced to 
recruit labour from abroad. In contrast to the conception of the skilled worker, the 
trade union representatives claimed that machine work rarely required a greater 
degree of skill. And where it did, trade unions argued, companies could improve 
their ability to develop their workers’ skills and knowledge. From the trade unions 
point of view, the claimed shortage of skilled workers thereby was a consequence 
of the employers’ inability to manage their workforce.33

The employers consistently discussed the possibility of increasing the pace of 
work, which they believed was limited by inherent aspects of nature and speed of 
machinery. This view of relations between machine, labour and production was 
contested by the trade unions: ‘If factories up to now have not used all available 
working time, a reduction to 48 hours, even with maintained production capacity, 
should not cause any problems.’34 They referred to the difference between gross 
working time and net working time. The working day was long for many workers 
as they had several breaks.35 The trade union representatives proposed, as a means 
to reduce workers’ exhaustion and to reduce the need for breaks, that workers 
should change positions among themselves or between heavy and easy working 
operations.36 This line of argument was supported by an investigation regarding 
work intensity within the sawmill industry.

A rise in effect had already been achieved by allowing the workers 
to alternate between easy and heavy work. This, I must include, 
[was] especially in association with heavier timber yard work.37

By stressing changes in work organisation as a way to increase efficiency, the trade 
union representatives openly questioned the employers’ competence in managing 
their companies.

The Nature of the Worker 

In addition to conflicting views on ‘the nature of work’, there was also an extensive 
debate on ‘the nature of the worker’, for example the need for supervision and 
workers’ ability to work long hours. In the beginning of the twentieth century, 
the industrial proletariat had grown in number and thus became more visible in 
society. The aristocracy and bourgeoisie looked upon ‘the labouring poor’ with fear 
and amazement. In The dangerous classes, anthropologist Birgit Petersson argues, 

31  Manager Karlson, ‘Protokoll’, 24 February 1919, Concerning the Shoemaking industry, p. 2.
32  Manager Carlsson, ‘Protokoll’, 4 March 1919, Concerning the Chemical industry, p. 3.
33  Union representative Johansson, ‘Protokoll’, 4 March 1919, Concerning the Chemical industry, p. 5.
34  Union representative Johansson, ‘Protokoll’, 24 February 1919, Concerning the Shoemaking 
industry, p. 3.
35  Sometimes these breaks had origins in a craftmen’s culture or were hard-won rights. In other 
cases, the breaks where a result of disturbances and malfunctions in production flow.
36  Working Time Committee member Svensson (social democrat), ‘Protokoll’, 13 March 1919, 
Concerning the Chemical industry, p. 2.
37  Working Time Committee member Ekman (liberal) brief of the investigation before the Working 
Time Committee. ‘Protokoll’, 13 March 1919, Concerning the Sawmill industry, p. 2.
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in line with E. P. Thompson, that there were multiple negative clichés that were 
ascribed to workers.38 The following quotation from Petersson’s study illustrates 
the contemporary bourgeois view of the nature of the worker:

The lower social classes are made up of an entirely different kind of 
species, a lower, and in most ways inferior race, not capable of handling 
themselves without the support of the upper classes’ supervision. They 
are a criminal rabble, the dregs of society, rough as bags, a dangerous 
mob, a class of servants, morally degraded, uncultivated, lazy, mindless, 
incompetent, uncivilised, indecent, filled with sinful cravings, twisted 
in their minds and with a tendency to give way to violence.39

Accordingly, when the trade union representatives argued that work intensity would 
probably increase if the working day were shortened,40 the employers contested 
using arguments based on assumptions of the questionable moral qualities of the 
workforce. The trade union representatives’ central arguments revolved around 
the notion that workers were doing their best, given the circumstances. If they, 
through a reduction in working hours, where given more time for recreation, they 
would perform their work with greater diligence. An argument not countenanced 
by employers.41 While employers did not question the workers’ moral qualities, 
in an explicit manner, before the Committee, such clichés were present in the 
contemporary newspaper debate. Here, the employer makes an explicit connection 
between hours put into work, work intensity and the workforce’s lack of moral fibre. 
When the trade union representatives argued that the extra free time would be used 
for recreational purposes, the employers argued in quite a different manner, and 
suggested that free time could be dangerous. After all, they argued, was there not 
a risk that workers would become addicted to impiety, drunkenness and socialism 
in their spare time?42 Wouldn’t they stay up at night dancing and be exhausted at 
work? The employers’ magazine Industria posed the question of whether ‘work 
intensity wasn’t closely related to a larger societal issue regarding the so-called 
pleasure culture.’43 If the worker had the capacity to work more than eight-hours, 
it would be dangerous not to use all of that capacity. In the debate that ensued after 
the law was realised in 1920, employers said that the workers even bought their 
own machines and pursued unfair competition during the evenings.44 The diligent 
worker would steal time through his evening work and the selfish worker through 
partying. The demand for an eight-hour working day thereby confirmed the view 
of the workforce as lazy and thieving characters.

From the discussion above, its is argued that those who advocated the shorter 
working day ran the risk of being viewed as lazy. Additionally, they risked 
being seen as ‘pampered ladies’. The employers, as well as the trade union men, 

38  Birgit Petersson, ‘Den farliga underklassen’: Studier i fattigdom och brottslighet i 1800-talets 
Sverige, Umeå 1983 (s 1-88), 1983; E. P. Thompson, ‘The patricians and the plebs’ in Customs in 
Common: Studies in Traditional Popular Culture, London, Merlin Press, 1991. 
39  Petersson, ‘Den farliga underklassen’ , p. 57.
40  See for example trade union representative Johansson in ‘Protokoll’, 4 March 1919, Concerning 
the Chemical industry, p. 4.
41  See for example Manager Hellström ‘Protokoll’, 13 March 1919, Concerning the Sawmill 
industry, p. 2.
42  E. P. Thompson ‘Time and work-discipline’ in Customs in Common, pp. 394-400.
43  The Swedish Employer Associations´ magazine Industria 1920:19, in Dahlqvist 2003, p. 91.
44  Nya Dagligt Allehanda (conservative newspaper) 4 August 1920.
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frequently expressed the view that a man could work more than eight hours. 
Having the capacity to work a longer day was correlated to ideas of strength and 
masculinity.45

Nobody could seriously claim that ten hours of work, divided into 
appropriate periods and performed in proper workplaces, could 
make a keen man tired and damage his health.46 

The statement very clearly expresses the masculine norms that influenced the 
concept of work. ‘A keen man’ was expected to have the capacity to work ten 
hours, and those who did not were obviously not ‘real’ men. ‘The man’ who could 
work long days became the norm, while ‘the woman’ who wanted to limit working 
time became peripheral. In this regard women and children were used in the debate 
in terms of their perceived weakness and inferiority in the workforce. When trade 
union representatives argued for the eight hour day, they claimed that women and 
children became tired much faster than men did. The trade union representative, 
Mr Johansson, pointed out:

that within the match industry it wasn’t a matter of just keeping an 
eye on, but rather feeding the machine. The work at the machines was 
so demanding, that the work intensity could not be maintained during 
the present long working hours. At the end of the day the workers, 
especially the women and youngsters, got tired. Alertness dropped 
and the work at the machines, which most often was of an exhausting 
kind, was not performed with the same attentiveness as before.47

When workers became tired, the intensity as well as the quality of work dropped. 
A reasonable assumption is that the strength of the male workers diminished at the 
end of the day as well, but in the trade union argument only women and children 
were singled out.

The present working time was too long for the women, who were generally 
overstrained. A reduction in working time with certain hours each week 
could surely be carried out without causing a loss in production.48 

The asserted weakness of women and children became an argument for reduced 
working time for men as well. In addition to this, the employers used arguments 
based on legislated restrictions on night shift work for women and children. Hence, 
the expected decline in production could not be offset by introducing more shifts.

Women and youngsters were used to a great extent. Even if night shift 
work could be considered for women, it must be seen as unthinkable 
for youngsters.49 

The employers’ apprehensions were not shared by the trade union representative, 

45  For a general discussion on masculinity and long working hours see E. Nehls ‘Another kind 
of freedom: Truckers on masculinity and freedom’ in O. Glimmel & H. Juhlin, (eds), The social 
production of technology: On everyday life with things, Göteborg, BAS, 2001 and S. Rutherford ‘Are 
you going home already?: The long hours culture, women managers and patriarchal closure’, Time 
and Society, 2001, vol. 10, pp. 259-276.
46  The Swedish Employer Associations´ magazine Industria 1918:4, in Dahlqvist, 2003, p. 89.
47  Union representative Johansson, ‘Protokoll’, 4 March 1919, Concerning the Chemical industry, p. 6.
48  Union representative Janzén, ‘Protokoll’, 28 February 1919, Concerning the Textile industry, pp. 5-6.
49  Manager Bergengren, ‘Protokoll’, 28 February 1919, Concerning the Textile industry, p. 2.
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Mr Janzén, who said, ‘It should be possible to introduce a shift organisation in 
the spinning mills even with continued use of an under-aged workforce.’50 As this 
quote and the above discussion illustrates, the trade union men argued that the 
present production capacity could be maintained through better work organisation. 
In arguing for organisational changes, given the present Tayloristic context, they 
were in fact arguing for increased control over the labour process. It is interesting, 
although not so surprising, that women were identified as the problematic group 
and thus in need of more supervision. As one comment illustrates: ‘Given the 
same conditions, higher production could be achieved with improved management 
supervision over the female staff.’51 This view of men as disciplined good workers, 
in contrast to women who needed to be controlled, has also been put forward 
in previous research.52 Despite the trade union representatives’ negative use of 
women and children, they also discussed the physical limitations of men, and 
linked this to the promotion of a more sustainable use of national resources. The 
trade union representatives considered long working hours to be short sighted and 
even wasteful. In order to preserve human resources, Mr Johansson considered a 
shorter working day necessary, ‘as modern machines demanded all the strength 
and effort the worker could muster and because under present conditions, they 
were used up in advance.’53 By working too hard and too long, the worker was not 
only worn out quickly, but longer hours also kept the worker from fostering the 
next generation of good workers. The long working hours not only consumed the 
workforce of today, but also the workforce of tomorrow.

Conclusion

Considering the changes in production that occurred during the preceding decades, 
the working time discourse of the period 1918-1920 was not obvious. The increase 
in productivity had been greater than the decrease in working time. Therefore, the 
discussion could have been based on the question of how the outcomes of this 
increased productivity should be distributed. While some individuals claimed that 
the rate of work had increased and that working time should therefore be reduced, 
these voices were not heard. The eight hour day discussion centred on its possible 
threats to the nation. A picture was constructed in which wage dumping, scarcity of 
labour and, in turn, a national shortage of goods were central elements. The eight 
hour day became a problem emanating from a fear of reduction of the Swedish 
production capacity. Owing to their mass media advantage and connections in 
government, employers succeeded in their efforts to define the discursive field, 
and the discussion came to focus on the nation’s need, rather than the needs of the 
workers. 

The minutes of the Working Time Committee show that both actors, organised 
labourer (LO) and organised capital (SAF), used a language that reflected certain, 
and in many ways contradictory, assumptions about the ‘nature of work’ and 
the ‘nature of the worker’. Based on these different assumptions, the eight hour 

50  Union representative Janzén, ‘Protokoll’, 28 February 1919, Concerning the Textile industry, p. 7.
51  Ibid.
52  M. Edgren, Tradition och förändring: könsrelationer omsorgsarbete och försörjning inom 
Norrköpings underklass (diss), Lunds Universitet, 1994.
53  Union representative Johansson, ‘Protokoll’, 24 February 1919, Concerning the Shoemaking 
industry, p. 3.
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day discussion was given substance, meaning and political significance. Both 
employers and trade union representatives referred to asserted natural conditions 
and national needs. Employers described the eight hour day in negative terms 
and claimed that the possibility of increasing the rate of work was limited, and 
maintained that a reduction of working hours could not be compensated by raised 
production intensity. Thus, the risk was great that the nation, companies and 
citizens would be facing times of high prices and a shortage of provisions. The 
employers stressed that it was impossible to increase the speed of work owing to 
the natural speed of chemical processes, the machinery and the workers. Speed 
and intensity are measurable concepts with a clear direction that can easily be 
varied by a simple touch. On the other hand, the trade union representatives 
argued that the nature of work was a more complex issue. They described the 
eight hour day in positive terms, claiming that the reduced working time could 
be compensated if companies were to acquire better machinery and use human 
resources more efficiently. In claiming that it was possible to use the workers’ 
time more efficiently, they questioned the employers’ ability to organise the work 
process. They used a language that reflects production over time, which is more 
complex with respect to work performance and organisation.

Central to the debate was not only ‘the nature of work’, but also the physical, 
intellectual and moral quality of the workforce. The employers generally considered 
the workers to be simple extensions of the machinery, and innately lacking in 
moral fibre. Both organised capital and organised labour viewed women as poor 
workers, and as such, women became central to the debate. The employers claimed 
that ‘real’ men could work long days, and the union representatives claimed that 
the working day must be reduced because of women’s lower endurance. By 
looking at the Working Time Committee’s hearings, we can see how nationalistic 
assumptions of threats to the social reproduction of workers, and the masculinist 
ideology underpinning this, shaped the debates over shorter working time. 
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Time after Time: Battles for Shorter Hours in the 
Victorian Branch of the Federated Furnishing Trades 

Society

Lyn Beaton

Time is a power that is precious and golden,
And needed so much by working class folk.

It’s ours in the cradle, then sold seized and stolen
If you’re caught off your guard it is snatched at a stroke.1

This chapter is about time. It is about the struggle that persists for workers and 
their unions over hours worked. Drawing on the history of the Victorian Branch of 
the Federated Furnishing Trades Society, different aspects of the battle for shorter 
hours will be told. These stories include: in 1859 the Victorian Cabinetmakers 
took solidarity action in support of a strike by Coach makers over the eight hours 
system; in 1883 furnishing trades workers won the eight hour day; in 1920 women 
carpet sewers set a precedent when they won a forty-four hour week; and in 1998 
workers at Pilkington Glass factory lost their prized thirty-five hour week.

Arguably employers hate shorter hours more than they hate any other single 
condition fought for by workers. When there is no work taking place there is no 
profit made, it is not a question of relative profit, it is an absolute. For this reason 
the relentless fight for shorter hours in the history of the Federated Furnishing 
Trades Society shows the persistence with which employers try to impede workers 
from getting shorter hours. The following deals with four moments in the history 
of the furnishing trades in Victoria as examples of the difficulties and the breadth 
of activity that is taken by unions in the struggle for hours.

Early Solidarity

Victories over shorter hours are often fragile victories and need constant vigilance 
from the whole movement to fend off counter attacks. As regards to Victorian 
Cabinetmakers, the first references we find of them in the records are in the 1859 
minutes of the Eight Hours League. This was in reference to an act of solidarity 
undertaken by cabinetmakers in support of coachbuilders. While coachmakers had 
won the eight hours in 1856, within the space of three years this was under threat 
when one of the employers, a Mr Williams, broke the agreement and insisted 
that his men work longer hours. In response the men walked off the job, with 
support from other unions. Immediately, Williams advertised in the newspapers 
for a new (‘scab’) workforce targeting cabinetmakers as possible replacements. 
The work of coach building has obviously much in common with cabinetmaking, 
so cabinetmakers would have been suitable labour. The Cabinetmakers Society 

1  K. Mansell. The Westgate Bridge. Folksong
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informed their members of the situation, which was recorded in the minutes of the 
Eight Hours League:

On being informed of the advertisements and of the circumstances 
connected with the strike, the Cabinetmakers Society very generously 
went to the expense of issuing and posting the following bill:

“Notice – Cabinetmakers are requested not to take work in any of 
the coach manufacturies, the coach-makers being out on strike on 
the 8 hour question. By order of the Cabinet-makers Society.”2 

Despite the solidarity shown by the society Williams’ attempts to rid himself of the 
eight hour day proved successful, as the following report to the League indicates: 

In answer to these advertisements Mr. Williams has obtained 
the services of a number of workmen, as curious in their general 
appearance as that of the work which they will probably perform. 
The committee are, however, happy to say that, with few exceptions, 
the more respectable members of the trade have declined to accept 
Mr Williams’ offer and even those who have done so have been 
smuggled into the establishment by the car-load to prevent their 
learning the merits of the case.3

With these early setbacks in mind, we now turn to developments in the furniture 
workers’ trade, where in 1883 workers were successful in their quests for an eight 
hour day. 

Winning and Celebrating the Eight Hours 

The furniture workers were organised in the United Furniture Workers Society 
(UFWS) from 1868; however, this organistion operated mainly as a benevolent 
society and had not managed to win the eight hour day. The Society was referred 
as the ‘Cabinet Makers’ no doubt to the annoyance of all the other trades involved, 
of whom there were several, including: chairmakers; carvers; mantelmakers; 
framemakers; polishers; and, upholsterers.

In February 1883 a new group held it first meeting at the Trades Hall. Although 
it is unclear who exactly this new group were, it is likely that they included the less 
skilled sections of the industry who weren’t included in the established Society. 
Despite being chaired by the famous W.E. Murphy4 the meeting was so poorly 
attended that it was decided to adjourn until 2 March and invite the UFWS to 
attend. The invitation to the Cabinetmakers caused a long discussion but in the 
end they decided to wait and see, with their involvement, if the new organisation 
would take hold.

Murphy chaired the second meeting and while it too was adjourned, some 
business was done. The first item on the agenda was, predictably, the election of 

2  Minutes, 1859, Victorian Eight Hours League. Melbourne, Mitchell Library, Trades Hall 
Melbourne, MSS Set 308, Box 2.
3 Ibid.
4  William Emmett Murphy was a major figure in the early trade union movement in Victoria. He 
was at first a member of the militant but short-lived Melbourne Trades and Labour Council, he was 
then a long-standing Secretary of the Trades Hall Council and co-ordinated the famous Seamstresses 
and Bootmakers strikes. He was also a cabinetmaker and active with both the Cabinetmakers and the 
Carpenters societies.
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Officers. The next was to set up a fee structure for members involving a joining 
fee and a weekly subscription with varying rates for journeymen, improvers and 
boys. They also agreed: 

that a first class Secretary be appointed to transact the business of 
the League and that Mr W. E. Murphy be waited upon and asked to 
accept the office.5 

Murphy declined the offer saying he had ‘too much to do at present.’ The last item 
on the agenda defined the new organisation’s objective, which they declared was 
‘to have the day’s labour reduced to eight hours and no more.’6 The next meeting 
of the League was attended by several men from the Cabinetmakers’ Society. They 
immediately challenged the decisions that had already been made, were successful 
in having the earlier motion on fees rescinded and halved the rates. Then they chose 
a Secretary, Mr Farlow, to whom they agreed to pay £2, 10s. With due formality 
he was asked to leave the room while it was discussed and when he returned he 
received the news of his appointment with grace. As the minutes recorded:

Mr Farlow thanks the meeting for having placed him in the position 
of the Secretary and promised to do his utmost to advance the 
interest of the League.7

Factional issues aside, the League immediately began the business of securing a 
eight hour day. After lengthy discussion on whether to invite employers to attend 
the next meting, it was eventually decided: 

that the Secretary and some members wait upon the employers and 
ask them to sign a document agreeing to the eight hours system. 
Answer to be given on or before the 2nd day of April.8 

Over the next few weeks the laborious work of visiting the employers one by one 
began. They were asked to agree to the Eight Hour System without any loss of pay. 
The timing was perfect and progress rapid: the long boom and subsequent high 
demand for furniture meant that the employers didn’t want to lose production. On 
the 30th March, five weeks after its first meeting, the League had verbal agreement 
from thirty-four firms, a membership of 350, and was growing fast. Reports were 
coming in from the shops around the city:

The Chairman reported that Mr Cohen’s employees had commenced 
working under the eight hours system. Mr Clayton reported that the 
employees of Robertson and Moffat intended to commence under 
the system tomorrow.

Some gentlemen informed the meeting that Mr Swanston agreed to 
the eight hours principal and would sign to that effect.9 

Employers responded to the League’s demands by calling a meeting of their own 
and sending a report of it to the League. And they invited a group of workers’ 

5  Minutes, 1883, United Furniture Trade Eight Hours League. In 1883, Melbourne, Noel Butlin 
Archive, FFTS, Victorian Branch records, T58/1/1.
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 9 March, 1883. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid.
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representatives to meet with a Committee appointed by them on 5 April at the 
Clarence Hotel in Collins Street. A committee of six was elected to meet with 
employers and was given strict instructions to: ‘strenuously oppose any attempt to 
reduce the present rate of wages’.

While some members were impatient and didn’t want to wait till after a 
meeting with employers, others demured. After moving an unsucessful resolution 
‘That the eight hours movement commence tomorrow’ and second, and successful 
resolution moved by Mr. Evans and Mr Fulton demanded ‘That the eight hours 
movement come into operation on Monday next the 9th day of April.’ 

Following the meeting with employers the Chairman reported back to the 
committee, stating:

that the conference meeting between the Employers and Employes 
had taken place as arranged and that the business was carried on in 
a most friendly spirit. The leading subject discussed was the time of 
commencing and leaving work each day. He informed the meeting 
that the League had agreed that each firm should arrange that matter 
itself. The meeting however had decided to work according to the 
following document which was passed at a meeting of Employers 
held on 3rd of April.10

The employers had brought along a memorandum of resolutions agreed to by the 
Employers of the Furniture Trade at a meeting held two day’s before they met with 
the workers. These were adopted at the ‘conference’ on 5th April 1883:

1st That the hours of labor under the new system for Chair Makers, 
Frame Makers, Carvers, Cabinet Makers, Polishers, Upholsterers 
and Mattress Makers be as follows:

Monday to Fridays (Inclusive)

8 am to 12 noon, 1 pm to 5.30 pm (Lunch 12 to 1 o’clock)

Saturdays

8 am to 11.30, 12 noon to 2 pm (Lunch 11.30 to 12 noon)

2nd that Employes shall work overtime whenever required and be 
paid the ordinary days rate and a quarter for such overtime.11

The activities of the League influenced the UFWS sufficently that at their next 
meeting they amended their first Law to incorporate the objective of the Eight 
Hours System.

Having won the Eight Hour Day the League turned its attention to the important 
job of organising its participation in the Eight Hour Day Demonstration. The 
planning for this was time consuming and detailed. The League organised a band 
– they had accepted an offer from the Imperial Band to supply 17 performers for 12 
shillings – to accompany the members as they marched in the demonstration. Not 
suprisingly, the question on how to raise the funds to pay for the band caused the 

10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
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usual frictions. Finally – after a motion to set a levy of sixpence on each member 
was lost – it was decided that the delegates take up a collection in each workplace. 
The next thing was to organise a banner. Being such a new organisation they had 
to borrow one: and the UFWS was generous in offering theirs. In line with the 
attitudes of the time a letter was sent to the press to thank and name all the firms 
that had agreed to the eight hours. An especially contentious issue arose as to 
whether the members should carry the banner, or whether they should have a lorry 
with a display of furniture. The final decision – to arrange a lorry with furniture 
– was carried only after a division had taken place. And so a lorry and four grey 
horses had to be rented and furniture had to be acquired:

The Chairman reported that he mentioned the matter of a suite of 
furniture to Mr Laurence Cohen when that gentlemen offered to 
supply all that was wanted without any hesitation and requested Mr. 
Hill to come down to the place in Little Collins Street and pick a 
suite.12

Red cloth had to be purchased to ‘suit the occasion’ and League members werer 
to meet at the Gaelic Church in Rathdown Street before proceeding to meet the 
main parade. Mr. Evans was chosen as the League’s marshall and he thanked the 
meeting for the ‘honor done him.’ 

But of course, there were always going to be last minutes hitches. The Parade 
was to take place on the 21st April, and with only one day to go they finally secured 
the lorry: 

The Chairman reported that considerable difficulty had been met 
in obtaining a Lorry but after several attempts an arrangement was 
made with Mr. M. Evans of Horsham for the sum of two pounds. 
He also stated that Mr. L. Cohen had kindly placed a suite of 
green and gold coloured furniture at the disposal of the League for 
Saturday.13

But other developments were lurking in the background, as always, and providesd 
a reminder of the need to maintain vigilance. In the midst of this flurry of 
organising their victory celebration some employers tried to take on the League 
while off-guard. Employers had been trying to force workers to provide references 
when applying for new jobs. The societies were opposed to this and insisted that 
membership of the societies should be enough reference. Any other process would 
leave workers open to discrimination at the whim of employers. Employers chose 
this time to make a new bid in this battle. News was received that two employers 
were lobbying all the other employers to get them to give, and demand, a reference 
when discharging or engaging men. The League was adamant that this was not 
in the interests of their members and forbad members to cooperate by accepting 
references. Despite this, nothing could dampen the spirits for the parade and it 
went ahead, although the heavens had no qualms about dampening everything 
beneath them. The following report, published in the Australasian Sketcher, gives 
us a good picture of the day:

The twenty-seventh anniversary of the eight hours movement was 

12  Ibid.
13  Ibid. 20 April 1883. 
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celebrated on April 21 by the annual procession of the trades from 
the Trades Hall through the principal streets of the city, and thence 
to the Friendly Societies’ Gardens, where a programme of sports 
was gone through. The procession halted at the Treasury, and after 
the bands had played ‘God save the Queen’, the members of the 
Ministry, who were on the balcony, were heartily cheered. This year 
four additional trades were represented in the procession for the first 
time, making a total of twenty-four trades and thirty societies. There 
was a profuse display of bunting at various points along the route, 
which was crowded with people. The handsome banners would 
have shown to much greater advantage on a fine morning, and the 
weather was threatening enough to greatly reduce the attendance 
at the gardens, but those who did venture to go there enjoyed an 
excellent programme of sports, and escaped a wetting. The most 
prominent of the exhibits receiving notice in our illustration are the 
coopers, the cigar-makers – whose huge, gold-tipped cigar was a 
novel feature – the farriers, and the cabinetmakers’ trophy – the last 
a complete suite of drawing-room furniture – a most venturesome 
display, when the threatening aspect of the sky was taken into 
consideration.14

The costs of participating in the parade, as shown below, were considerable at a 
time when a tradesman was lucky to earn eight shillings a day.15

Mr. Cole    Delegates Book  £ 14. 9
Age & Argus   Advertising  £2. 8. 0
Imperial Band     £12.0.0
Mark Evans  Lorry   £ 2.0. 0
Band   Refreshments  8. 0
Mrs Lemmon  Altering Banner  10. 0
Kennedy & De Lany Jean for Banner  5. 0
Secretary   Salary   £ 2.10.0

The celebration was successful but now began the employers’ assualt on the 
eight hour day, and the struggle to maintain it would become an integral part of 
the business of the union. Within weeks there were infringements. The League 
had considerable difficulty maintaining their victory and, consequently, their 
membership. These struggles provide an insight into the relations between the ‘cap 
in hand’ attitudes of some of the men in the industry towards their employers.

The workers in a shop owned by a Mr. Taylor had joined the League and had 
made a deputation to the employer for the eight hours – rather than their current 
system of nine hours. After Taylor’s refusal, the men – rather than taking this issue 
to the League to bring pressure onto the employer – continued to work nine hours 
and stopped paying their fees to the League. The unreliability of membership 
income for the League became problematic. In addition, the League faced financial 

14  ‘The Eight Hours Demonstration’, Australasian Sketcher, 1883.
15  Minutes, 1883, United Furniture Trade Eight Hours League, op cit.
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difficulties as members occassionally stopped and started membership. The issue 
of the payment of arrears became a concern. Obviously they couldn’t survive as an 
organisation if members were able to pay a couple of weeks, not pay a few weeks, 
then receive some service and start paying again for a couple of weeks. This is an 
age-old problem for unions. So in the case of Mr Taylor’s shop the League had to 
insist that the arrears were paid, before they could negotiate the Eight Hour Day. In 
doing so, they were fully aware that they risked the uniformity among employers 
that was needed for the Eight Hours system to be maintained. With this problem in 
mind, it was agreed that uniformity in the trade was of primary importance, and at 
one of the League’s meetings it was decided:

That a deputation ... call upon Mr Taylor and urge that gentleman 
to consider the propriety of reducing the hours of labour in his 
shop tonight so that a uniformity may exist in all workshops in 
the furniture trade, explaining that an injustice is being done to the 
workmen in that shop in compelling them to work longer hours than 
those in other shops also that an advantage is being taken of those 
employers who have so kindly made the concession of eight hours.

The deputation was not successful. The Secretary spoke again with the foreman 
– who had agreed in principle with the Eight Hour System and with the League 
– but he was reluctant to take the matter up with the employer until the League 
had spoken to the employer. The Secretary again visited Mr Taylor but with no 
success, so the following motion was passed: 

That the men employed in Mr Taylor’s workshop be instructed to 
prepare themselves to come out on the following Saturday to our 
next meeting and that the men before coming out forward to Mr 
Taylor a requisition asking for the desired concession.

The men from Taylor’s attended the next meeting of the League and once they 
agreed to send a request hinting that they would take action Taylor gave in. 

As soon as one struggle ended another emerged. The next motion at that 
meeting was to instruct the same deputation to visit another two shops where the 
Eight Hours were not being worked. In the next months the Society and the League 
amalgamated, and in 1909 they amalgamated with societies around Australia to 
become the Federated Furniture Trades Society (FFTS).

44 Hours for women workers

In 1911 the Federated Furniture Trades Society employed Ellen Mulcahy, a well-
known activist for women’s rights and equal pay to work in the office. Mulcahy 
organised a women’s section, mostly consisting of soft-furnishing workers. The 
section was active for a short time but then became dormant, until, in February 
1920 the female section was revived when a meeting was called to discuss the 
hours worked. The meeting was well attended and 25 new members joined on 
the spot. While at the time the average pay for men was around 90 shillings for 
their 48 hours, most of the women received a meager 48 shillings. The 48 hours 
included Saturday morning work and women found an acceptable argument to 
reduce hours, arguing that they needed the whole weekend to take care of their 
domestic duties. It was moved by Miss Wardley and seconded by Miss Craig:
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That the girls ask for 44 hours and that the officials of the Union 
interview Mr Kerr in regard to this matter and report at a future 
meeting.16

The motion was passed with an overwhelming majority and once word got around 
that the Union was going to battle for women’s conditions they started joining up. 
In the next month over 100 women joined, putting the lie to long held beliefs that 
women were industrially weak, and showing that if the union stopped excluding 
them they would respond favorably.

While the FFTS was preparing its actions to get shorter hours for women, 
700 female bookbinders went on strike for the shorter hours in March 1920. If 
successful the bookbinders would set a precedent that other unions could follow. 
The FFTS gave strong support to this very important dispute. As the minutes 
recorded:

Your Executive Recommends that the sum of Twenty-five Pounds 
be voted to this Appeal and further, that all shop Delegates be asked 
to take collecting sheets, and collect in the Factories each week for 
the Girls, Your Executive further desires to urge upon each Member 
to contribute regularly towards this deserving Fund.

As the strike went into its third week the Trades Hall Council decided to levy all 
unionists one shilling a week to make sure that the bookbinders could stay solid. 
The FFTS supported this call and levied their members. 

In the meantime two of the soft furnishing shops, frightened by the strength of 
the bookbinders and not wanting to lose weeks of business, agreed to give their 
employees the 44 hours. The Union lobbied the other shops heavily and by the end 
of June the 44 hour week was granted in all the shops they had lobbied. Women 
in the FFTS had achieved the 44 hour week with no loss of pay. Their pay rates 
were still far behind those of the males but the union ran the line for the women 
employees, first the hours and then we’ll tackle wages. 

The shorter hours agreements had to be ratified by the Wages Boards – there 
were several in the furnishing industry. The agreements for shorter hours were all 
ratified until a hearing at the Musical Instrument Board where Hugo Wertheim 
(great-grandfather of Jeff Kennett) argued that if the women were to get a cut in 
hours they should get a proportional cut in pay. The employee representatives on 
the Board were all men whose wages had been increased at the same sitting to 
93 shillings a week. At first they happily agreed with Wertheim that the women’s 
pay should be cut from 48 shillings to 44 shillings. However, when the Union 
Executive heard about this they took it up with the men, arguing that the women’s 
wages must be maintained to protect the gain of the shorter hours and explained 
that if this gain was maintained it then stood as a precedent for future claims. 
Even with the support of the men, however, they were not successful. Wertheim 
convinced the Wages Board to make a special case for the women workers at his 
piano factory.

16  Minutes, 1919, United Furniture Trades Society. In 1919, Melbourne, Noel Butlin Archive, FFTS, 
Victorian Branch records, T58/1/23.
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Fast forward to 1994 – the loss of the 35 hour week

The outbreak of redundancies in the early 1980s had lead to the ACTU developing 
policy for shorter hours. At the Pilkington car windshield plant in Geelong the 35 
hour week had been won in 1982 – a celebrated victory which gave workers at the 
plant among the best working-time arrangements in the State. It had been argued 
for, not only as an immediate benefit to the workers at the plant, but to help ease 
the rising levels of unemployment, which were being felt bitterly in Geelong. The 
company agreed to the demand in return for some cost-offsets, in this case, the 
change to electronic pay-rolls. 

However, having granted the 35 hour week the company were never happy 
with the arrangement and tried regularly and unsuccessfully to take it back. The 
Secretary of the Union at the time, Louis Kyriacou, it was alledged by some of 
the workers at Pilkingtons, had become increasingly close to the management at 
the plant. As well as this, unions, under pressure from the ACTU and the Labor 
Government were urged to give concessions in the bargaining processes that now 
dominated labour relations. In the negotiations for the Enterprise Bargaining 
Agreement (EBA) in 1994, Kyriacou proposed to the workers that they accept 
a pay rise in exchange for their thirty-five hour week. This was rejected avidly. 
Kyriacou persisted. He argued that the company was refusing to agree to any pay-
rise unless the thirty-five hour week was sacrificed. Union members would have 
no bar of it and refused, outright, to even discuss losing the 35 hour week (based 
on a 9 day fortnight). Workers believed that if they didn’t get a pay rise in the 
current EBA round they would get one in the next, whereas if they gave up the 
35 hour week, they would never get it back. Several meetings were held at the 
factory and each time Kyriacou raised the issue of trading in the 35 hour week. At 
one of those meetings a motion was passed that the 35 hour week was not up for 
negotiation. Still Kyriacou continued to bring it up.

After several meetings with the same outcome, a meeting was held at seven 
one morning. This was normal. The night shift were coming off, the day shift 
stopped work to attend and the afternoon shift were able to attend also. Kyriacou 
reported to the meeting that it was a report back session and wouldn’t involve 
any voting. The report dragged on, several of the night shift left the meeting. The 
timing of the meeting became imperative. The longer it dragged on the more of the 
men who had stayed on after night shift drifted off home. After all, they’d already 
been working all night and had to be back at work again that night, so sleep was a 
premium for them. As well as this it was generally believed that the night shift was 
the most militant and the weakest shift, in union terms, was the afternoon shift. As 
time dragged on the numbers declined and so to did the balance between the night 
shift and the afternoon shift change.

At about one o’clock in the afternoon the trading of the 35 hour week was 
brought up again. Again it was argued by the workers that they didn’t want a bar of 
it. But the discussion dragged on and on – the same arguments as had been argued 
all along going round and round. One member Damian Cook remembers:

It was around about twenty past two, bearing in mind that the 
meeting started at seven o’clock in the morning ... it was decided 
that there would be a vote ... at two-twenty in the afternoon. Ninety 
per cent of those people had gone home because obviously they 
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were coming back in at eleven that night. There was Steve Dodds 
and myself – we were the last two that were on night shift to stay 
there. I argued very aggressively that we shouldn’t be discussing it 
– the members have said at every meeting we’ve had we don’t want 
nothing to do with it ... It’s not fair, there’s people that have gone 
home, the afternoon shift, some of them hadn’t even come in – at 
twenty past two in the afternoon a vote was declared and the thirty-
five hour week was voted out.17

Despite the delays the vote was close and Cook called for a division, but Kyriacou 
refused to accept the call.

Louis and the organisers said it wasn’t that close – I still reckon that 
it was. And they must have too, or why wouldn’t they let us split 
the room.18

That was it. A contentious vote – an unclear majority voting yes and the 35 hour 
week was gone. Even though in that round the pay rise was significant, it still 
meant a loss of money. Hours are not only about time, they are also about the 
opportunity to earn extra in overtime. Many of the Pilkington workers had taken 
advantage of overtime on a 35 hour week. For the same number of hours worked 
they now received less pay.

The company has continued to undermine the hours worked at the plant. When 
preparing this chapter negotiations were taking place to introduce a new system of 
12 hour shifts at Pilkingtons. The shift from shortening hours to lengthening hours 
is still marching on. 

Over time one of the greatest changes in working conditions has been the 
shortening of hours needed to be worked to make a living wage. Time worked is 
central to wage fixing principles and therefore the number of hours required for 
‘full-time’ work relate directly to quality of life, both in terms of hours available 
for rest and other pursuits and the relativity of pay-rates. The four moments taken 
from 148 years of the organisation of furniture workers in Victoria illustrate the 
constancy required by unions to win shorter hours and then to maintain them. 
These moments show different aspects of the struggle for hours, first the need 
for solidarity between unions to gain and maintain improvements in the numbers 
of hours worked. While the Furniture workers in 1858 didn’t themselves have 
the eight hour day, they recognized the importance of protecting the victories of 
those who did: a gain for one is a gain for all. The gaining of the eight hour day 
for furniture workers in 1883 was fairly straight forward. Economic conditions 
meant that employers were not prepared to lose any time in industrial disputes. 
The more difficult aspect was maintaining the gain. Employers persistently tried 
to undermine the condition in shop after shop, causing confusion and hardship for 
the union trying to establish the principles of its existence. 

In 1920 when women furniture workers won the 44 hour week we saw the 
introduction of women’s family responsibilities being taken into account. The 
argument women successfully raised, that they needed the whole weekend free 

17  D. Cook, Pilkington Shop Steward, Committee of Management member. Interview with Lynn 
Beaton. Melbourne, 2006.
18 Ibid. 
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for attending to their families still echoes in struggles for conditions for women 
workers. This victory also shows that the special needs of women can be at the 
sharp edge in fighting for improved conditions. Finally, the loss of the 35 hour 
week at Pilkington Glass Works is a sorry example of the dangers involved when 
unions become involved in ‘trading’ conditions. Sadly, this example was the 
forerunner of a widespread turn-around in hours worked. 
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Babies, Agency and Waterfront Women

Margo Beasley

Because they can be politically unexciting, leave few personal papers and diaries, 
and are located in the largely unrecorded private sphere, home-centred working 
class women are not well-represented in the Australian historiography. This 
chapter discusses one aspect of the lives of early twentieth century waterfront 
women in Sydney – their fertility – to attempt a more complex representation than 
convenient stereotype. If multiple sources are interrogated for inference rather 
than positivism, it’s possible to arrive at an understanding of what kinds of things 
mattered to working class women, beyond the stereotypes of heroic support for 
their husbands’ union battles, or ever-faithful tending of hearth and home.

In the course of a larger study about the private life of households on the 
Sydney waterfront in the early twentieth century my attention was drawn to several 
incidental references to a high birth rate in these communities, which contrasted 
very sharply with the broad statistics about a generalised decline in fertility at the 
time.1 An attempt at an understanding of the reasons for atypically high fertility 
seemed to offer a possible route into developing a grasp of complex motivation in 
the private lives of these particular working class women. Was it true that unlike 
most other women in Australia at the time they were having many babies; and if 
they were, what was the explanation for the phenomenon?

The women under discussion here lived, between 1900 and 1920 in the Rocks 
and Millers Point, that is to say the industrialised waterfront of Sydney. It was a 
classic working class community dominated by large concentrations of unskilled 
men. The men were chiefly waterside workers, coal lumpers and general labourers, 
but they were also engaged in many other occupations and callings connected with 
waterfront life. The women, significantly outnumbered by the men, were nominally 
mostly engaged with ‘home duties’, but in reality many of them provided board 
and/or lodgings of one kind or another to earn income.2 

The decades between 1900 and 1920 occurred within the broader boundaries of 
a major international demographic event known, depending on which aspects of a 
very complex statistical picture are being highlighted, as either the fertility decline 
or the fertility transition. Put most simply, the fertility of married women, that is to 
say the number of children they bore and thus the average size of families, began 
to decline in most western and northern European countries about three quarters of 
the way through the nineteenth century. Broadly speaking, the trend continues until 
the present. Although there were some differences in the Australian nineteenth 
century experience of the fertility decline, the general picture was much the same 
as elsewhere in the western world.3

1  Margo Beasley; Sarah Dawes and the Coal Lumpers: Absence and Presence on the Sydney 
waterfront 1900-1017, unpublished PhD Thesis, University of Wollongong, 2004.
2  Ibid. pp. 33-50.
3  Lado T. Ruzicka and John C Caldwell, The End of Demographic Transition in Australia, Canberra, 
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Married Australian women born between 1836 and 1841 bore an average of seven 
children, but numbers declined until women born between 1906 and 1911 bore 
an average of only 2.4 children. Of interest here are women who were bearing 
children in early twentieth century Australia, most of whom were born in the late 
nineteenth century. Those born between 1877 and 1882 bore an average of 3.8 
children, those born between 1887 and 1892 bore an average of 3.3 children, and 
those born between 1897 and 1902 bore an average of 2.8 children.4 That is to 
say, general Australian fertility rates were going down at the end of the nineteenth 
century, just as they were in other western countries. 

There are no localised statistics on fertility rates for the early twentieth century 
Sydney waterfront, but there is a great deal of incidental evidence about family 
size in oral and family histories, and in the transcripts from two major NSW Court 
of Arbitration cases in 1905.5 Real women don’t divide neatly into the generational 
and statistical categories used by demographers, but the wharf labouring and coal 
lumping households discussed here were producing children between the late 
1890s and around 1920. 

Mrs Evelyn Goodwin reported she grew up in a family of six and that there 
were seven children in the family of her near neighbours, the Brothers family. In 
Mrs Dorothy Beckhouse’s family there were six children, but a further two had 
died so the real figure was eight. Mrs Ellie Byrnes recalled that although there 
were only three children in her family, most mothers in the area had at least four 
or five, and some had as many as ten. Mrs Mary Ryan said the local women ‘all 
had big families’ and Kathleen Berkley remembered households with eight and 
ten children. Marguerite O’Farrell recalled that her next-door neighbour Evelyn 
had ‘four or five’ sisters as well as ‘so many’ brothers, and Mrs Grant reported that 
there were eight surviving children of eleven in her mother’s family. Ann Caward 
was one of a family of eleven, and Daphne Toni reported that her mother, who was 
bearing children before 1920, had been one of nine. Very small families did occur, 
but they were often caused by the early death of the mother.6 

In a 1905 wharf labourers’ case in the NSW Court of Arbitration advocate Billy 
Hughes made the specific point that in spite of the general trend towards smaller 
families in Australia, wharf labouring families still had a ‘fair number’ of children. 
Men who were witnesses in the case had families with as many as eight children. 
In a coal lumpers’ case of the same year, Hughes said that coal lumpers also had 
large families ‘for the birth-rate here [on the Sydney waterfront] does not suffer 
as it does in more fashionable quarters’.7 The size of these waterfront families, 

Department of Demography, Institute of Advanced Studies, Australian National University, 1977, pp. 6-18.
4  R.V. Jackson, The Population History of Australia, Fitzroy, McPhee Gribble/Penguin Books, 1988, p. 21.
5  Notably the New South Wales Bicentennial Oral History Collection (NSWBOHC), the Susannah 
Place Oral History Collection (SPOHC), and the Grace Karskens Oral History Collection (GKOHC); 
transcript of evidence, Sydney Wharf Labourers’ Union v The NSW Steamship Owners Association 
and the NSW Coastal Steamship Owners Association, NSW Court of Arbitration, 2/59 vol. 2, 1905, 
and transcript of evidence, Sydney Coal Lumpers’ Union v Sydney Steam Collier Owners and Coal 
Stevedores Association, NSW Court of Arbitration, 2/64 vol. 8; hereafter referred to respectively as 
the Wharf Labourers’ 1905 case and the Coal Lumpers’ 1905 case.
6  Evelyn Goodwin, (NSWBOHC) 1/2, p.4; Dorothy Beckhouse, NSWBOHC 1/2, p. 22; Ellie Byrnes, 
NSWBOHC, 1/2 p.3; Mary Ryan, NSWBOHC, 1/2, p.14; Kathleen Berkley, NSWBOHC, 1/2, p.8; 
Marguerite O’Farrell, NSWBOHC, 1/1p. 11,; Mrs Grant (pseud), GKOHC; Anne Caward, GKOHC; 
Daphne Toni, GKOHC; Keith McClelland, NSWBOHC, 1/2, p.1; Marguerite O’Farrell NSWBOHC 
1/1 pp. 6-7.
7  Wharf labourers’ 1905 case, 2/60, vol. 4, p. 1284; Coal Lumpers’ 1905 case, 2/63, vol. 7, p. 83.
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which contradicted national and international trends, implies that the waterfront 
communities of early twentieth century Sydney were perhaps not experiencing 
the correlative and causative circumstances thought to have prompted the fertility 
decline elsewhere. 

There is general agreement that there was a direct association between the 
international fertility decline and particular factors within the development of 
capitalism. The basic argument is that the decline in fertility rates at this time 
was a response to the increasing costs of bearing and raising children under 
industrial capitalism. The introduction of mass schooling made children dependent 
economically on their parents for longer than previously, and the spread of 
contraceptive knowledge and availability made small families achievable. The 
fertility decline began when the wealth flow from parents to children became 
‘substantial’.8 

The ideology accompanying the fertility decline was linked to ‘an increasingly 
rational attitude to life’, which included ‘purposive’ control of fertility to fit in 
with the demands and opportunities of industrial and urban life.9 This shift in ideas 
included a growing concentration of emotions within the family and ‘an increasing 
belief that the chief role of parents was to do the best for their children’.10 In other 
words, a desire to better the lot of one’s children, by having fewer of them, was an 
important determinant of family size. 

There is little precise information about the way in which class differences 
might have been reflected in the fertility decline in Australia but the logic is 
that the less well off a household was, the greater the need or desire for fertility 
limitation. In this logic it is struggling working class people that had the most to 
gain from limiting fertility because these were the families most acutely affected 
by the change in wealth flows towards children, and their households had greater 
material needs and wants than households of better means. Assuming the accuracy 
of the rationale for the fertility decline, working class families in Australia in this 
period should have been limiting their fertility and, indeed, many of them must 
have been because the broad statistics demonstrate as much. 

Evidence given by craftsmen who were witnesses to the 1904 NSW Royal 
Commission into the Decline of the Birth-Rate supports this proposition. The 
Commission concluded that contraception and abortion were directly responsible 
for declining fertility and that formerly, religious belief and ignorance of the 
methods by which family limitation could be achieved had prevented control of 
fertility. There was now, in the early twentieth century, a ‘love of luxury and social 
pleasures’, people didn’t want the ‘strain and worry of children’ and women wanted 
‘to avoid the actual physical discomfort of gestation, parturition and lactation.’11 

According to Edward Riley, plasterer and president of the Sydney Labour 
Council, the factors thought to be generally encouraging the fertility decline were 
playing out within the working class. In his opinion compulsory education had 
given working class people the ability to reason about their future prospects, and 
a desire to improve their ‘social state’ and enjoy the ‘rights and social comforts’ 

8  R.V. Jackson, The Population History, p.46
9  Lado T. Ruzicka and John C Caldwell, The End of Demographic Transition, pp. 4-5.
10  Ibid. p. 55.
11  Royal Commission into the Decline of the Birth-Rate and on the Mortality of Infants in New South 
Wales, vol. I, Report, p. 17.
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that other people enjoyed.12 John Edward West, master plumber and president of 
the Trades Hall Committee, said working class people were limiting the size of 
their families because they feared large families would curtail ‘their pleasures 
and enjoyments’. He said that educated working class people had become great 
readers, their religious belief had declined as a consequence and they no longer 
believed everything that was preached to them. 13 

So in other words, craftsmen witnesses asserted that the Sydney working 
class in general fitted the broad picture to which the fertility decline is attributed. 
Working class people in Sydney were using contraception to curtail their fertility 
and they did so because they had become more educated and were seeking a higher 
standard of living than was previously available to them. Why then was this not 
also the story for working class people on the Sydney waterfront? Were they not 
experiencing the same sorts of influences as others of their class? 

There is in fact plenty of evidence to show that Sydney waterfront families 
were experiencing all the factors that purport to explain the fertility decline. To 
take the economic arguments first: the economic disadvantage of large families 
was very evident in waterfront communities. Even before any calculation of 
ongoing cost, the birth alone of each child had a significant economic impact on 
waterfront households. 

Sarah Dawes, a wharf labourer’s wife, gave evidence to the NSW Court of 
Arbitration in 1905 about the financial impact on her household of the birth of the 
latest child, her sixth. Dr Bennie, who had attended the birth, was ‘waiting for his 
fee yet since baby was born’ because Dawes had no money to pay him. Dawes’ 
oldest daughter was a laundress whose wages were contributed to the household, 
but she was obliged to give up work to assist at home when the new baby arrived. 
General household consumption and associated costs also increased after the baby 
was born: lamps, candles, matches, and fuel. And Dawes had had to withdraw 
money earmarked for confirmations from the bank accounts of two of her younger 
children to cover the increased expenses. The Court also asserted that household 
food consumption increased after each birth because breast-feeding mothers 
required extra nourishment, from eggs in particular.14 

The ongoing costs of large families were also self-evident. Oral history 
interviewees recalled a frequent association between family size and poverty. 
Kathleen Berkley recalled that some of the local children weren’t as well dressed 
as others, ‘the reason being’ she said, ‘that perhaps there was maybe eight or ten 
in the family’. Dutchy Young remembered that the ‘terribly poor’ customers at his 
mothers’ grocery shop were those with very big families. Mrs Grant’s grandfather, 
a winch driver (a category of coal lumper) who had eight surviving children of 
eleven born, had ‘too many children for the amount of money he had to feed them’ 
and his family struggled as a result.15

Feeding a large family was no small accomplishment. Extensive evidence to 
this effect was contained in household budgets tendered to the Court of Arbitration 
in 1905. Along with the greater cost of food relative to the number of mouths 
to feed, there was also the increased cost of clothing, fuel and other incidental 

12  Ibid , vol. II, p.197.
13  Ibid. pp. 199, 201.
14  Wharf labourers’ 1905 case, 2/60, vol. 4, pp. 1265-1278.
15  Berkley, op cit, 2/2, p.8; Dutchy Young, SPOHC, Tape 1 Side 1 p.6; Grant, op cit.
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expenses. Many men also mentioned the cost of schooling for their children and 
the cost of rents, which increased in proportion to house size.16 

There is also clear evidence of the aspirational nature of waterfront parents 
at this time, for themselves as well as their children. One wharf labourer father 
gradually improved his circumstances until he owned a carrying business, into 
which he brought his sons. Mrs Grant’s grandmother owned a boarding house, 
cleaned offices, invested in the share market, eventually owned five houses and 
gave her daughter the deposit on a house as a wedding present. Lesley Goodwin’s 
grandmother, who ran a boarding house for ships’ officers, eventually bought two 
blocks of land at Clovelly.17

Marguerite O’Farrell remembered her father as ‘a great one for education’ 
who wanted his children to attend school because ‘he never had much education 
himself’. Evelyn Goodwin was educated at St Brigid’s but gained a scholarship 
to Fort Street High School at the age of fourteen. She later did the Post Office 
examination and went to work there until her marriage. Mrs Goodwin recalled 
that quite a few local people in this predominantly rental area owned property; one 
of her aunts owned two semi-detached cottages in Millers Point and another had 
property in Balmain.18 

Jim Brothers recalled that after his mother’s death, all his brothers chipped in 
to send the youngest, Martin, to board at St Joseph’s College in Hunters Hill. His 
older brother Michael became a surveyor and another had a commercial career. 
Kathleen Berkley recalled that local priests ran night schools for boys who were 
working, to educate them to a sufficient standard to enter accountancy or the law. 
Her own mother liked reading history and newspapers because they ‘improved her 
mind’. She recalls that one local woman, whose husband was a drunkard, cleaned 
offices and went out washing to ensure her children were ‘put to trades’.19 

Keith McClelland’s wharf labourer father had almost no schooling and was 
virtually illiterate, but Keith was an avid reader and library member, finished 
high school and gained a teachers’ college scholarship. Fred Hughes’ brothers 
and sisters all went to Fort Street High School, gained their qualifying certificates 
(QC), and one brother won a bursary. Fred became a waterfront clerk and finished 
up a department manager managing the wool dump at Darling Harbour for P&O.20 
In other words, waterfront people were just as keen as anyone else to improve their 
own circumstances and those of their children. 

There were also additional motives that might have contributed to a desire 
to limit family size in working class households. According to other evidence 
from Edward Riley to the Royal Commission, working class people were seeking 
smaller families because they feared shrinking employment opportunities caused 
by technological change. Riley commented that ‘the tendency is to replace labour 
by machinery; and, through that tendency having full scope, by free competition, 
there is not the great demand for labour that previously existed’. Already the boot, 
tailoring and textile trades had been ‘completely annihilated by machinery’ and 

16  Wharf labourers’ 1905 case, 2/59 vol. 2, pp. 638; 718-26.
17  Daphne Toni, op cit; Mrs Grant, op cit; Lesley Goodwin GKOHC.
18  O’Farrell, op cit, 1/1 p.5; Evelyn Goodwin, op cit, 2/2 pp. 14-18.
19  Jim Brothers, NSWBOHC, 2/2 p.2; Martin Brothers NSWBOHC 1/3 p.9; Kathleen Berkley, op 
cit, 1/2, p.21, 2/2 pp. 8-9, 1/2, p.6.
20  Keith McClelland, op cit, 1/1, pp. 15, 18, 20-1; Fred Hughes, SPOHC, Tape 1 Side 1 pp. 7-12.
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the Sugar Company was mechanising bag filling, a task formerly done manually. 
Riley said that men didn’t want to produce a family that ‘would compete against 
them for a living’.21 John Edward West broadly concurred, asserting it was ‘very 
often the fear of poverty’ that caused reduced family size.22 

These factors also existed in the Sydney waterfront community of the time. The 
vagaries of waterfront work made the threat of poverty constant, memories of the 
1890s strikes and depression were vivid, and technological change was shaping 
the future of the employment market. Wharf labourer George Cole told the Court 
of Arbitration that improved machinery had increased the number of bags a ship 
could put out each hour from 250 to 400. Men worked harder as a result, but 
fewer men were actually needed to do the work. Compressed air drills had recently 
thrown ships’ painters and dockers out of work and there were experiments at 
Morts Dock for a machine to do the painting ordinarily done by the men.23

So, waterfront households were experiencing the main factors said to be causing 
a desire to limit fertility, and then some, but they were resisting the impulse. Is it 
possible they didn’t know what everybody else seemed to know about how to go 
about limiting family size? Had they, unlike almost everyone else, not heard of 
contraception?

It is difficult to prove anything specific in a positivist way about contraceptive 
use by working class people at this time, but it is clear from the general statistics 
that its use (along with abortion, abstinence and/or the withdrawal method) must 
have been quite widespread. The Royal Commission heard evidence that both 
artificial contraception and abortion were widely available in Sydney in the early 
twentieth century. There is no evidence about contraceptive use that is specific to 
waterfront people but the general observation can be made that waterfront people 
probably knew more or less the same kinds of things about fertility limitation as 
other working class people did. Waterfront women, for instance, like many other 
women then, may well have been entirely ignorant about sex and reproduction when 
they married, but they can’t have remained so once they married and the children 
came along. Those who might have been seeking information on fertility limitation 
would not have had too much trouble finding it. Waterfront people lived cheek-
by-jowl, in a place teeming with all kinds of people and ideas; and pharmacies 
dispensing contraception were close to the waterfront in Sydney’s CBD. 

Many of the men in waterfront households had once been sailors, an 
occupational group exposed to diverse experiences and notorious for promiscuous 
sexual activity when in port. It seems likely that waterfront men would have known 
at least as much about fertility limitation as other working class men, should they 
have wanted to avail themselves of it. So if the twin propositions––that waterfront 
people had as much reason to limit fertility as other people, and that they probably 
knew as much about its limitation as everyone else––are accepted, this then points 
to the idea that some kind of choice not to restrict fertility was involved. But what 
kind of choice; and whose choice was it? 

Feminist theorists have argued that the concentration on wealth flows between 
parents and children to explain the fertility decline disregard the influence of gender 

21  Royal Commission into the Decline of the Birth-Rate, vol. II, pp. 194, 195.
22  Ibid. pp. 200, 199.
23  Wharf labourers’ 1905 case, 2/59, vol. 2, pp. 606, 608, 681,721.
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in decisions about fertility. Women’s political struggles to control their fertility 
may well have come into play.24 These arguments insert the idea of female ‘agency’ 
into causative factors for the fertility decline. The notion of fertility limitation 
as an expression of female agency took root during the second wave feminism 
of the latter part of the twentieth century. The legitimacy of women’s desire to 
limit reproductive function was high on the agenda, one of many challenges to 
the notion of the naturalness of ‘maternal instinct’. Feminist historians began to 
seek evidence in the past of women who in some way defied or subverted their 
biologically or culturally determined female destiny.

Judith Allen, for instance, has looked deeply at evidence contained within the 
1904 NSW Royal Commission to find evidence of women’s agency in birth control 
practises. She says that in blaming women rather than couples for the decline in 
the birth rate, the Commissioners were arguably ‘more correct in the agency they 
ascribed to women, than subsequent liberal historians have acknowledged’.25 In 
Allen’s view this expression of agency occurred across the classes, but different 
methods were utilised. In her view the most effective forms of contraception, 
because of their cost, weren’t available to working class women. They employed 
other methods––infanticide, abortion and baby farming––to achieve the same 
result.26 If working class women prepared to take such extreme measures are to be 
applauded for agency, what is to be made of working class women from the same 
period who didn’t succeed in limiting their fertility? In submitting to more-or-less 
obligatory motherhood, have they failed a late twentieth century feminist test for 
agency? 

That conclusion could easily be drawn because early twentieth century women 
on the Sydney waterfront closely resembled the middle class ideal of passive, 
home-centred wives and mothers whose lives were devoted to those of their 
families. They were largely contained by their domestic duties and they undertook 
church sanctioned monogamous marriage, in most cases lifelong. Archaeological 
evidence suggests that attitudes towards children on the Sydney waterfront at 
this time were recognisably ‘modern’ in that childhood was seen as a time of 
innocence, in keeping with the generally sentimental outlook of the period.27 The 
oral evidence generally supports the view that early twentieth century Sydney 
waterfront women cooked, cleaned, washed and took care of children and 
husbands. Most of the oral history interviewees were the children of the women in 
question, and their descriptions generally depict what we would recognise, in the 
late twentieth century, as the attitudes and relationships typical of home-centred 
wives and mothers. In other words, the women seem to have been more or less 
committed to their families and, since they had so many children, could not have 
been disposing of them in any routine way. 

24  For instance: Marilyn Waring, Counting for Nothing: What Men Value and What Women are Worth, 
Wellington, Bridget Williams Books, 1990, p. 160; Wally Seccombe, Weathering the Storm, Working 
Class Families from the Industrial Revolution to the Fertility Decline, London, Verso, 1995, p.157
25  Judith Allen ‘Octavius Beale reconsidered: infanticide, baby farming and abortion in New South 
Wales 1880-1939’, Sydney Labour History Group (ed.), What Rough beast? The State and Social 
Order in Australian History, Sydney. Allen and Unwin and the Australian Society for the Study of 
Labour History, 1982, p.129.
26  Ibid p.112. The cost argument is weak, because abortion and baby farming had also to be paid for; 
and in any event working class people did all kinds of things they couldn’t strictly ‘afford’.
27  Grace Karskens, Inside the Rocks: The Archaeology of a neighbourhood, Sydney, Hale and 
Iremonger, 1999, pp. 177, 179-81.
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Another body of evidence adds weight to the proposition that these women not 
only didn’t seek to dispose of their children, but in fact did all they could to 
sustain them. Concomitant with general alarm about fertility decline was concern 
about high levels of infant mortality because it was of paramount importance that 
children who actually managed to be born should also be kept alive. Many factors 
contributed to high infant mortality figures. General ignorance about the hazards 
of artificial feeding, the use of noxious drugs and contaminated artificial foods, the 
erroneous belief that infants could be separated from their mothers without injury, 
poor domestic hygiene, insufficient hospital accommodation for poor women and 
sick infants, and epidemic infant diseases all added to the numbers.28 

Sydney City Council, municipal government for the inner city which included 
the waterfront, conducted a concerted campaign to reduce infant mortality levels in 
the first decades of the twentieth century. Many infant diseases were unavoidable but 
diarrhoeal disease, linked to climatic, seasonal and social conditions, was the most 
likely to respond to health and hygiene promotion.29 Early in the century the Council 
appointed the first woman sanitary inspector in Australia, Miss M.E. Ferguson, to 
discuss with housewives ‘the sanitary maintenance of their dwellings’.30 Within a 
short time Miss Ferguson was visiting every house in the ‘poorer and more densely 
populated’ areas, one of which was the waterfront, whenever a new birth was 
registered. Her chief purpose was to encourage breastfeeding amongst the mothers 
of newborns because many milk products and substitutes were contaminated. 
Combined with the hygiene problems of unsterilised feeding utensils, and no 
refrigeration, these products were a major cause of infantile diarrhoea resulting in 
death. Miss Ferguson made 1,414 visits between 11 May and 31 December 1904 
and there was an immediate and marked decline in infant mortality rates in the 
Sydney City Council’s area. (See table below).31 

Table 1. Infantile Mortality Rates per 1,000 Births––Sydney City Council32

Year Deaths

1901
1902
1903
1904
1905
1906
1907
1908
1909
1910
1911

159
142
147
118
86
95
109
99
87
94
89

28  Royal Commission into the Decline of the Birth Rate, vol. 1, pp. 38, 39, 40.
29  Sydney City Council, Proceedings of Council (SCC PC)l, 1904, p. 496.
30  SCC PC 1901, pp. 226-7.
31  SCC PC 1904, pp. 496-7, 507.
32  Source: Proceedings of Council, City of Sydney, 1911 p.3.
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By 1908 Sydney’s Lord Mayor declared that the death rate of children wholly 
breastfed was one twentieth of those who weren’t. He estimated that eighty 
per cent of mothers in the Sydney City Council’s area were breastfeeding.33 
Historical research supports the view that breast feeding was responsible for the 
improvements in infant mortality figures, rather than concomitant developments 
in public hygiene and sanitation.34 

The ease with which these improved infant mortality figures were achieved 
implies great willingness. If all it took was one visit from an overworked sanitation 
and hygiene expert who discussed breast feeding’s life saving advisability, then 
the women must have wanted to comply. Unlike the brutalised working class 
women of Allen’s hypothesis, waterfront women had many children and then they 
took active steps to keep them alive. What do these conclusions mean for their 
agency?

If we look at just who these people actually were, then their decisions about 
fertility become clearer. An outstanding feature of early twentieth century 
waterfront communities was the high proportion of mixed nationalities. The Irish, 
to whom the oral histories and other sources make countless references, stand out 
in particular, there were also numbers of English and smaller numbers of Scots and 
other nationalities; but males of Scandinavian origin were another very significant 
group.35 Most of these were sailors who had jumped ship in Sydney, often because 
they had fallen in love with ‘a coal lumpers’ daughter’.36

Lesley Goodwin recalls the strong presence of (both Protestant and Catholic) 
Irish people around the waterfront. His maternal grandmother migrated to Australia 
and went immediately into service in the Rocks, where she met and married an 
Irish coal lumper. Martin and Jim Brothers’ parents were both Irish and their house 
was a ‘second home’ for lots of ‘Liverpool Irish’ who came out on the passenger 
ships, bringing Irish whiskey and Guinness with them. Kathleen Berkley recalled 
references to ‘Dagoes, Dutch and Donegalers’ in Millers Point. There weren’t 
many ‘Dagoes’, she said, but there were a few ‘Dutch’ and plenty of ‘Donegalers’. 
Her mother was Irish born and continued to speak Gaelic in Australia. Her father 
was also of Irish descent.37 

Miss Ellie Byrnes’ grandparents met in Sydney but were both Irish. Merle 
Gibson describes the early twentieth century waterfront as an ‘Irish settlement’. 
Her grandmother was born in Ireland, migrated to Sydney as a child in 1870, 
and subsequently married a Swede. Gibson’s paternal grandfather was a German 
coal lumper. Mrs Grant’s Irish grandmother ran a boarding house occupied by 
Scandinavian seamen. Marguerite O’Farrell’s mother was born in Donegal and 
emigrated with her three sisters to settle in Millers Point. One of them married an 
Irishman she met here. O’Farrell recalls that people from the North (of Ireland) 
‘all lived in the one street’ and that the Irish ‘stuck together as a community’. The 

33  SCC PC 1908, pp. 31-3.
34  Brian Gandevia, Tears Often Shed: Child Health and Welfare in Australia from 1788, Sydney, 
Pergamon Press, Sydney 1977, p.125; Milton Lewis, ‘Milk, mothers and infant welfare’, in Jill Roe (ed.), 
Twentieth Century Sydney: studies in urban and social history,, Sydney, Hale and Iremonger, 1980.
35  Jens Lyng, The Scandinavians in Australia, New Zealand and the Western Pacific, Carlton, 
Melbourne University Press, 1939, pp. 32,73-4.
36  Report of the Royal Commission on Strikes 1890-91, evidence of Mr George Herbert, Secretary of 
the Sydney Coal Lumpers’ Union, p. 12.
37  Lesley Goodwin, op cit; Martin Brothers, op cit, 1/3 pp. 7-8; Berkley, op cit, 1/2, pp. 1-4.
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forbears of Keith McClelland’s parents were Irish Protestants. Mrs Caward’s father 
was a Scottish seaman, but her Australian-born mother was of Irish stock.38 

Mrs Beckhouse’s father was a Swedish coal lumper. Miss Byrnes’ sister Mrs 
Mary Ryan recalls there were Irish, ‘Dutch’ and Nordic people on the waterfront. 
‘Dutchy’ Young’s maternal grandparents were Australian born but his father was 
a Swedish wharf labourer. His original name was Lyundggren.39 ‘Dutchman’ was 
a nickname sometimes used for Germans and Scandinavians, so the reference to 
‘Dutch’ above probably means the same thing.40 

Evidence from the late nineteenth century attests to one third of the members 
of the Sydney Wharf Labourers’ Union being Norwegian or Scandinavian and 
the names of wharf labourers and coal lumpers in the early twentieth century also 
reveal many of Scandinavian origin such as Anderson, Christiansen, Eilersen, 
Poulsen and Nielsen.41 Scandinavian sailors were apparently ‘constantly met with 
in Australian waters and on the waterfront. They ranged from the perspiring coal 
trimmer to the dignified master mariner on the bridge.’42

Patrick O’Farrell has written extensively about Irish immigrants to Australia. 
By the late nineteenth century those who migrated to Australia were not the 
desperate ones who had earlier fled the famine but relatively prosperous people 
‘carefully choosing a land of new hope’. They tended to be young single people 
of both sexes. Whilst young Irish males often went to rural areas as agricultural 
labourers, young Irish women gravitated to towns where they found employment 
as domestic servants. Young Irish women in domestic service had often to marry 
outside their nationality and religion.43 Whilst the post-famine circumstances in 
Ireland had discouraged marriage and large families, both were achievable in 
Australia and the archetypal large Irish family reappeared here.44 

Marriage patterns and fertility rates of Irish women on Sydney’s waterfront 
clearly followed O’Farrell’s broad outlines. Irish women on the waterfront 
often married out of their national and religious communities and they had large 
families reminiscent of the archetypal ‘Irish’ family. Many, although not all, of 
the waterfront women were Catholic and the evidence is replete with references 
to the influence of priests, nuns, churches, parish schools, religious observances, 
church attendance, St Patrick’s Day and traditional Irish wakes.45 Such evidence 
suggests a simple equation between Catholic belief and high fertility, but whilst 
the Catholic Church certainly had proscriptions against any form of birth control 
and abortion at the time, so also did all other denominations.46

When O’Farrell’s work on post-famine Ireland, where fertility limitation was 

38  Ellie Byrnes, NSWBOHC, 1/2, p.1; Merle Gibson, GKOHC; Mrs Grant [pseud], GKOHC; 
Marguerite O’Farrell, NSWBOHC, 1/1, pp. 1-3, 17-18; Keith McClelland, NSWBOHC, 1/1 p.3; 
Anne Caward, GKOHC.
39  Dorothy Beckhouse, NSWBOHC, 1/2, p.1; Ryan, Ibid. 1/2, p. 27; Dutchy Young, SPOHC, Tape 1, 
side 1.
40  Jens Lyng, The Scandinavians in Australia, New Zealand and the Western Pacific, Melbourne, 
Melbourne University Press, 1939, p. 52.
41  Report of the Royal Commission on Strikes 1890-91, p.4; Beasley, pp. 153-154.
42  Lyng, p. 32.
43  Ibid. pp. 157,151,152.
44  Patrick O’Farrell, The Irish in Australia, Sydney, UNSW Press, 1993, pp. 85,86,150.
45  Toni, GKOHC; Martin Brothers, op cit, 1/3 p.24; Jim Brothers, op cit, 1/2 p.14; Evelyn Goodwin, 
op cit, 1/3 p. 1, 2/3 pp. 10-11, 30; Berkley, op cit, 2/2 pp. 21-26.
46  Hugh Jackson, ‘Fertility Decline in New South Wales: The Mackellar Royal Commission 
Reconsidered’ in Australian Historical Studies, vol. 23, no. 92, April 1989, p. 265.
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commonplace, is taken into account, a more comprehensive argument is that it was 
the women’s Irishness that was the strongest motivating factor for reproducing 
the archetypal large Irish family in Australia, and that their religious belief may 
have been one part of that. As O’Farrell asserts, the central inheritance of Irish 
immigrants included mind-sets, values and mental furniture.47 Large families were 
a part of the mental landscape of the Irish. 

Whilst nationality, families and religion may well have dovetailed for Irish 
women on the Sydney waterfront, the picture is not so clear for the men. What 
impact might different national origins and religious faith of husbands have had 
on the phenomenon? The oral evidence suggests that in ‘mixed’ marriages it was 
the faith of the women, not the men, that was likely to be the dominant religious 
influence on the union. There was not infrequent conversion to Catholicism of non-
Catholic males on marriage to Catholic women, and children in mixed marriages 
were brought up as Catholic when the mother was Catholic. For instance, Mrs 
Grant’s Anglican grandfather converted when he married her Catholic grandmother 
and although Merle Gibson’s Catholic mother was married behind the altar at 
St Patrick’s church because her husband was Anglican, her children were still 
brought up as Catholics. Mrs Caward’s mother was an Australian of Irish stock 
and her father was a Scottish seaman, so Mrs Caward was brought up Catholic.48 

There is no evidence about the expectations Scandinavian men may have 
held for producing new families in Australia but like the Irish, they came from a 
background of economic difficulty involving population pressure, poor harvests, 
landlessness and the demise of traditional livelihoods.49 Scandinavian men were 
probably Lutheran, but religious institutions servicing Lutherans didn’t survive 
in Sydney. Large families were not uncommon amongst Lutherans in Australia, 
however, implying they were unproblematic for Lutheran men married to non-
Lutheran women.50 

The point to be drawn from this discussion, however, is that whatever the 
national and religious backgrounds of the waterfront men, which were diverse, 
it was the women’s cultural backgrounds (Irish and quite often but not always 
Catholic) that determined high fertility rates at a time when there was both reason 
and capability to limit family size. This then implies that high fertility, when it 
is effectively a choice to reproduce the traditional families lately denied in your 
country of origin, are an expression of female agency. Having a certain kind of 
family was more important than what it cost, even when there were other options 
available. This argument highlights the centrality of gender and culture in issues 
of biological reproduction and weakens the case for economistic equations that 
calculate personal relationships in terms of inward and outward wealth flows. 

47  O’Farrell, op cit, p.26.
48  Toni, op cit; Ken Conwell, GKOHC; Caward, op cit; Grant op cit; Gibson, op cit.
49  Olavi Koivukangas and John Stanley Martin, The Scandinavians in Australia, AE Press, 
Melbourne 1986, pp. 14-15.
50  Ibid. p. 84; In 1911 Lutheran women had the highest birth rate of all groups in Australia, ahead 
even of Catholic women, who came a close second Commonwealth Census of Australia, 1911, p.284.
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The Relationship between Textile and Clothing 
Workers and their Trade Unions

Claire Higgins

Yes we had union, but at that time who understand the union?
Gelsomina Calore, former clothing worker.1

In the early to mid 1970s, a number of social welfare organisations published 
highly critical assessments of the status of migrant women workers, particularly in 
Melbourne’s textile and clothing industry. Trade unions were considered to have 
neglected these most vulnerable of workers due to ‘apathy’ and an inability to 
cope with linguistic diversity.2 Although Victoria’s textile and clothing unions had 
been providing some translated information and services already, this period of 
criticism marks the point at which unions began to markedly improve services to 
non-English speaking members, particularly women.3 

This improvement is evident in the recollections of former textile and clothing 
workers, women who migrated to Australia from Italy, Greece, Cyprus and Estonia 
in the 1950s and early 1960s. Finding jobs at such companies as Sportscraft, Slade 
Knitwear and Holeproof, these women were an essential part of the industry’s 
self-proclaimed ‘golden times’.4 Their eventual retirement in the 1980s, forced or 
otherwise, marked the decline of a major Australian manufacturing industry. Their 
oral testimony shall be presented here as a means of examining how the relationship 
between migrant women and trade unions evolved during these decades. 

Looking back upon their years in the industry, these women are unable to recall 
any significant interaction with trade unions until the early 1970s. Until this point, 
their ability to engage with unions was hampered by language, as Gelsomina 
Calore’s summation indicates, and also by a fear of job loss – the economic 
necessity of raising a family as a (at most) semi-skilled worker. This is despite 
their claiming to have held a firm faith in the concept of unionism. It is from the 
early to mid 1970s onward that these women recall the greater accessibility to, and 
visibility of, union representatives and union information in languages other than 
English, services that many called upon during industry restructuring of the 1980s. 
While their sense of job insecurity did not diminish, and engagement in trade 

1  Interview with Gelsomina Calore, Doncaster Library, Doncaster, Victoria, 4 November 2005.
2  Katrina Brown and Des Storer, ‘A Preliminary Survey of Migrant Women in the Clothing Trade’, 
September 1974, published in Migrant Women Worker (Centre for Urban Research and Action: 
1975), pp. 13, 26-27; Vera Kent, ‘Migrant Women in the Workforce’, paper delivered at the State 
College of Victoria as part of the International Women’s Year Celebrations, published in Migrant 
Women Worker.
3  In evaluating research into migrant workers in 1985, the Victorian Ethnic Affairs Commission 
found that there had been little scholarly attention paid to this section of society prior to 1970 
- Information Provision to Migrant Workers: a selected bibliography, East Melbourne, Victorian 
Ethnic Affairs Commission, Division of Research and Policy, 1986, pp. 1-3.
4  Ron Shaw in Lesley Sharon Rosenthal, Schmattes: Stories of Fabulous Frocks, Funky Fashion, and 
Flinders Lane, South Yarra, Lesley Sharon Rosenthal, 2005, p. 349. 
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union activity remained a risky endeavour – as several recollections shall illustrate 
– the improved accessibility of union assistance to migrant women by the 1980s 
suggests that even if they did not require or request the union’s services, their faith 
in the concept of trade unionism had been slowly fulfilled. 

Between 1947 and 1971, almost 300,000 migrants found employment in 
Australia’s manufacturing industries.5 Of these, Victoria’s Textile, Clothing and 
Footwear (TCF) industry, a significant presence in the state’s economy since 
the 1880s, attracted the largest proportion.6 The overwhelming majority of the 
industry’s new workers were women, particularly of non-English speaking 
backgrounds.7 During this period of migration, the textile and clothing industry 
experienced considerable post-war growth. From the privation of the war years, the 
business of textiles was changing significantly. As a clothing industry newspaper 
advised its retailers in 1950:

Today our customers are again fashion conscious. They expect to 
find new fashionable merchandise in our showcases every time they 
go shopping. We must carry the best selection we can …8

Indeed, post-war migration and industry growth complemented each other. As 
foreshadowed in a 1946 industry appraisal, migration would be ‘a great help’ 
in realising the full potential of textile and clothing production in the coming 
decade.9 Yet as Vera Kent observed during International Women’s Year in 1975, 
expansionist manufacturing industries ‘were not thinking in terms of nation-
building … [but] of factory fodder’.10

For young women migrating to Melbourne during the 1950s and early 1960s 
and trying to finance their new lives, a job in a textile or clothing factory was 
an accessible option. New employees required little or no prior experience, and 
the industry was willing to take on those with few English skills. The general 
method of finding work was door-knocking, a practice to which factory owners 
were accustomed. Alone or with the help of a friend, it was a task which required 
perseverance and the knowledge of a few English words:

Kiki Tzikas:

… just lucky find job. Just want a job. Doesn’t matter when I’ve 
been about fifty places, and all just turn to me and say ‘sorry’. That’s 
all you have to know… that mean no job.11 

And Fotini Liokos:

Yes was hard, we walked door to door and ask, ‘Any job for me?’ 
[laughs] … I go to a factory and they ask me what my name was, 

5  D. Storer, ‘Migrant Workers in Victoria: Trends in Employment and Segmentation’, East 
Melbourne, Victorian Ethnic Affairs Commission, Division of Policy and Research, 1985, p. 5.
6  Bradon Ellem, In Women’s Hands? A History of Clothing Trades Unionism in Australia, 
Kensington, UNSW Press, 1989, p. 252. 
7  Storer, ‘Migrant Workers in Victoria: Trends in Employment and Segmentation’, p. 6.
8  ‘Your Department’s Pulse’, Clothing News, March 1950, p. 10.
9  R.J Vicars, The Future of the Australian Textile Industry, Melbourne, Institute of Industrial 
Management, 1946, p. 27.
10  Kent, ‘Migrant Women in the Workforce’. 
11  Interview with Kiki Tzikas, Doncaster Library, Doncaster, Victoria, 21, October 2005.
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and I no understand, I go back home and ask a girl who went to 
school, ask a girl to come with me and explain.12

Migrant women were considered to possess the appropriate personal ‘qualifications’ 
of ‘patience, perseverance, conscientiousness, manual dexterity and good eyesight’. 
Panagiota Kakkos needed these qualities at Yarra Falls Spinning Mill in 1962. She 
stood on one side of a cotton spinning machine, always conscious of not making 
a mistake:

And you watch, if you broke the cotton, stop the machine, join up 
… And I walk all day, and watch the cotton if you cut. If you make 
something wrong that’s your problem, and I’m scared that I don’t 
want to lose my job. Because who pays my rent? … I make not 
much mistakes. I watch, I watch.13

Kakkos and her contemporaries 
were in demand to learn skills 
such as spinning, weaving and 
knitting on the job. As a Sydney 
based textile college claimed in 
its careers guide of 1969, work in 
a textile factory involved ‘a good 
deal of standing and walking 
around, but [was] clean and not 
heavy’.14 The industry’s 
willingness to employ ‘previously 
untrained personnel’15 for these 
tasks would surely have been an 
attractive prospect for migrant 
job seekers.

Trade unions however, 
were less embracing. Despite 
the pioneering activism of 
Melbourne’s tailoresses in the 
early 1880s, and the industry’s 
status as a major employer of 
women, union assistance was 
tempered by insecurity. Fears 
that new migrants would usurp 
Australian jobs resulted in the 
Federal Government indenturing 
new labourers for two years, 
usually in low paid positions. 

Vilma Kivavali, an Estonian refugee who became a pattern maker at Prue Acton, 
recalled that her husband was the subject of this policy. As she explained, upon his 

12  Interview with Fotini Liokos, Doncaster Library, Doncaster, Victoria, 11 November 2005.
13  Interview with Panagiota Kakkos, Doncaster Library, Doncaster, Victoria, 18 November 2005.
14  Careers in the Textile Industry, Vocational Guidance Leaflet, Sydney, Division of Vocational 
Guidance Services, Department of Labour and Industry, 1969, p. 7.
15  Careers in the Textile Industry, Vocational Guidance Leaflet, p. 7.

Panagiota Kakkos c. 1962, Yarra Falls Spinning 
Mill. Personal collection, supplied to the author. 
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arrival in Australia in the late 1940s, ‘[H]e had to sign that he would stay in the 
job two years where he was put’.16 As Collins states, indentured migrant labour 
allowed Australian workers to enjoy ‘upward job mobility’. Indeed, migrants 
placed at the ‘bottom’ end of the labour market generally stayed there.17 

The manner in which textile and clothing trade unions responded to migrant 
members has been canvassed in various academic commentaries. Aside from a 
fear of job loss, which inspired the Clothing and Allied Trades Union (CATU) 
to desire the ‘temporary restriction’ of ‘New Australians’ entering the industry 
in 1952,18 it is generally considered that Australian trade unions desired the 
assimilation of foreign-born members, which conceded nothing to their language 
skills or cultural differences.19 Such cultural and linguistic alienation perpetuated 
a dearth of migrant workers involved in ACTU deliberations, thereby relegating 
migrant issues to the periphery of the union agenda.20 In doing so, any sustained or 
official redress of this alienation was impeded.

The idea that information in languages other than English only began 
dissemination in the late 1960s is also common. Ellem claims changes in language 
services were ‘tardy’, and there was ‘no attention to migrants’ needs or concerns 
until the late 1970s amongst national CATU branches.21 With regard to Australian 
trade unions generally, Quinlan presents a similar story. Proposals in the late 1960s 
‘received little attention’, and only in 1975 did the ACTU Congress seriously 
consider the needs of migrant workers, passing a ‘vague resolution’ for increased 
language services. This resolution was made official ACTU policy in 1977.22 In 
canvassing such assessments it must be noted that Melbourne’s Trades Hall hosted 
a conference entitled, ‘Problems with Migrant Workers’ in October 1973. The 
event is considered to have been the first time that the diversity of the Australian 
workforce was publicly acknowledged.23 

Ellem’s claim that interpreters and other support services for non-English 
speaking migrants in Victoria only appeared in the 1960s is predated by the 
archives of the Victorian Division of the Federated Textile Workers’ Union.24 
Items of correspondence from the late 1950s record how union organisers assisted 
migrants to secure employment for themselves or their newly arrived relatives.25 
Correspondence also reveals that Italian and German translations of union 
material were solicited in 1959.26 These pamphlets were titled, ‘Message to New 

16  Interview with Vilma Kivavali, 182 Beaconsfield Parade, Northcote, Victoria, 4 October 2005.
17  Jock Collins, Migrant Hands in a Distant Land: Australia’s post-war immigration, Second Edition 
Leichhardt, NSW, Pluto Press, 1991, p. 140.
18  Minutes of Annual General Meeting 1952, Clothing and Allied Trades Union of Australia, Victorian 
Branch, University of Melbourne Archives, 86 / 96. See also: Ellem, In Women’s Hands?, p. 252.
19  Michael Quinlan, ‘Unions and Immigrants: the post Second World War experience’, in Bill Ford 
and David Plowman (eds), Australian Unions: an industrial relations perspective, 2nd Edition, South 
Melbourne, Macmillan Australia, 1989, p. 211.
20  Quinlan, ‘Unions and Immigrants’, p. 208. 
21  Ellem, In Women’s Hands?, pp. 280-281.
22  Quinlan, ‘Unions and Immigrants’, p. 207.
23  Information Provision to Migrant Workers: a selected bibliography, East Melbourne, Victorian 
Ethnic Affairs Commission, Division of Research and Policy, 1986, p. 5.
24  Ellem, In Women’s Hands?, p. 281. 
25  Letter to M. Klimasweka from R. A. Gagino, 2 November 1959, and letter to M. Di Benedetto 
from A. E. Guymer, 18 July 1960, Federated Textile Workers Union, Victorian Division, University 
of Melbourne Archives, Box. 47, 82 / 68.
26  Letter to Ernest Platz from T. Coe, 5 September 1959 and 6 October 1959, Federated Textile 
Workers Union, Victorian Division, University of Melbourne Archives, Box 47, 82 / 68.
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Australians’, or, ‘Messaggio al Nuovi Australiani’, and provided basic information 
about the union and its services. More significantly, similar translated information 
appeared in the CATU newsletter, News and Views, as early as 1956.27

Such evidence would suggest that migrant women in the textile and clothing 
industries were provided with some union information in languages other than 
English. However, despite these efforts, the small sample of former employees 
whose recollections are presented here had no memory of such material until the 
mid 1970s. As a result, it can be stated that the language barrier was a defining 
characteristic of their relationship with trade unions between the 1950s and early 
1970s. 

This relationship was also hampered by sheer necessity. For young women 
recently arrived from Europe and desperately searching for work, union 
membership was an unfamiliar or non-essential concern. The general lack of 
union information in languages other than English served to perpetuate this lack 
of engagement by the textile industry’s newest employees, and, potentially, their 
exploitation. In 1950, fifty-five per cent of women working as manual employees 
in the textile industry were employed under ‘incentive systems’, or as former 
employees recollected, ‘piece rates’ or ‘bonus’.28 Such schemes were designed 
to encourage machinists to work faster and more efficiently, with the tantalizing 
idea that they could earn extra money.29 Workers had certain minutes to complete 
individual tasks, and failure to meet this time frame by the end of their first or 
second week often resulted in redundancy, as Pantazopoulos discovered at her 
first job. Both she and Helen Kafkaras worked overtime to prepare their bundles 
of cut cloth:

Pantazopoulos: 

I just stitch the cuffs, stitch the collars to have ready. Lunch time 
comes, everybody eats, but I do extra to… have ready. Because 
I can’t make … [Higgins: Forty…] No I can’t. Because I’m not 
experienced for this.30

And Kafkaras:

I opened the bundle at work. Sometimes I do the collars or anything 
to prepare.31

As Irena Milonas recalled, employers were ‘asking quality and also they was 
asking production’.32 Questioning such systems of pay was not a consideration 
for these young women. After securing her first job at Yarra Falls Spinning Mill 
Kakkos described how, being only seventeen years old, she was employed on a 
job for which an older woman had been paid several pounds a week more. Kakkos 
was forced to work twelve hour days in order to make up the difference.33 When 

27  Clothing and Allied Trades Union, Victorian Branch, News and Views of the Clothing Union 
(August 1956), 4, University of Melbourne Archives, 86 / 96. 
28  ‘Incentive pay survey: manual work’, Clothing News, February 1950, p. 30. 
29  Interview with Andriana Charalambos, Doncaster Library, Doncaster, Victoria, 28 October 2005. 
30  Interview with Voula Pantazopoulos, Doncaster Library, Doncaster, Victoria, 4 November 2005. 
31  Interview with Helen Kafkaras Doncaster Library, Doncaster, Victoria, 11 November 2005. 
32  Interview with Irena Milonas, Doncaster Library, Doncaster, Victoria, 21 October 2005.
33  Panagiota Kakkos.
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asked whether or not she had contacted the union about this, Kakkos explained her 
ignorance of the union’s role or presence in her workplace:

Kakkos: 

At that time, I don’t know much about unions because they did not 
speak very well, I don’t know what they do at the time. I don’t know 
anything, nobody say anything… [Higgins: Did you pay the union 
fees or…] I no pay … I don’t know about that, at that time I don’t 
know nothing. Nobody say nothing.34 

It is possible that had Kakkos been aware of the union assistance available to her, 
fear of job loss meant that she may not have desired it: 

I try very hard. But that’s alright. I’m happy this time because I find job. 
I find a job, doesn’t matter less money, because I need the dollars.35

Similarly, Anna Morelli36 recalled that when she gained employment at Slade 
Knitwear in Richmond upon emigrating from Italy in 1961, she enjoyed a certain 
level of naivety:

Because I never work in the factory before … You see at the time 
my English was so poor … was everything so new, so strange. You 
really believe at the time everybody was so nice … 37

While the realities of working life were to alter her outlook, Morelli has no memory 
of a union presence in her first workplace. Moreover, her testimony suggests that 
fear of job loss and peer pressure from fellow Italian migrants meant that she 
would have been hesitant to seek union assistance:

I don’t remember at the time to be honest. For me was everything 
so new, so confused, I was scared. You know you need the money. 
Even if something was not right you just close your mouth because 
… I was disappointed [because] the group … they run the place 
in one way because they knew their mother, their grandmother, 
everybody was working there.38

As other testimony demonstrates, language skills and economic necessity rendered 
the unions a fairly remote and impersonal entity. From the evidence presented 
here and in other sources, the involvement of migrant women in union activities 
was minimal. For these particular women, it was largely restricted to the paying 
of membership fees. Kivavali’s frank description of her interaction with the 
union represents the distance between migrant workers and their unions, and is 
emblematic of other oral and textual evidence: 

Yes, each time I changed jobs and all that, I belonged to the union. 
And well somebody just came and collected the money and I didn’t 
have anything really to do with them.39

34  Ibid.
35  Ibid.
36  Pseudonym.
37  Interview with Anna Morelli (pseudonym), Doncaster Library, Doncaster, Victoria, 4 November 
2005.
38  Anna Morelli.
39  Vilma Kivavali.
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In some cases, this act was encouraged and even facilitated by the employers. 
As Voula Pantazopoulos recalled, she was required to join the union by her first 
employer, just weeks after arriving in Australia. Having few English skills, she 
relied on her husband’s opinion. In doing so, she developed a firm faith in the 
union’s raison d’être, and would renew her membership throughout her career:

The boss said you have to pay union. Keep money for the union. I 
say alright, I spoke to my husband, he say alright, you have to pay 
… And then from that time, everywhere I’m working I pay union. 
Everywhere. Because I know the union support the workers.40 

This conviction in the reliability of trade unions is reflected in other testimony. 
If nothing else, the idea that there existed some kind of representation to be 
called upon if needed appears to have been the most significant memory of these 
women’s relationship with their union during the 1950s and 1960s. Kiki Tzikas, 
who worked in the textile industry in the years immediately following her arrival 
from Greece in 1958, recalled that she trusted the union movement because it 
meant that workers had ‘someone to talk [to]...’.41 

Whether or not workers actually spoke to their union representatives was a 
different story, and one influenced not only by the language barrier, but also by 
fear of job loss and intimidation by employers. Andriana Charalambos recalled 
being one of the only workers who was prepared to speak out:

When I paid the union, and if I had something to say, I say it. Some 
people no say it, because so scared they no say. To not sack ... [I]f 
you say something to the union, maybe the boss take me wrong, 
or maybe they push me from the work, or maybe give me sack or 
something like that. No, some people it’s talk talk talk talk talk, and 
after when the time is come to open their mouths … is nothing.42

It appears that despite a lack of awareness of union services upon entering the 
workforce, these women would go on to develop a faith in the importance of 
union membership, a belief that should the need arise they could seek and receive 
the union’s assistance. Whether or not this idea was fulfilled in actuality, or even 
encouraged by the union itself, is unclear. Some recalled union representatives 
visiting their workplaces, but expressed slight disappointment in the union’s 
method of negotiating with their employers, that the representative had consulted 
their boss first: 

Calore: 

They call union and union come. But after the union talk first to the 
boss, then talk to us. They try to make … [Higgins: Compromise.] 
Yes.43 

And Maria Tsatas: 

Come in sometimes and talking to us. Before come to us going to 

40  Voula Pantazopoulos.
41  Kiki Tzikas.
42  Andriana Charalambos.
43  Gelsomina Calore. 
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the offices, the offices, a big factory you know, and talking to the 
boss. And after come and speak the same level … speak Greek …44

When considering union advocacy of the rights of migrant women, it may be 
suggested that the union neglected these members because it viewed women 
as politically apathetic. It has been suggested that women were seen as lacking 
ambition, organisational skills and leadership, and as such were responsible for 
their position in the workplace and their poor relationship with the union.45 But 
as the Centre for Urban Research and Action (CURA) discovered when visiting 
a Collingwood clothing factory in 1974, the minimal engagement of workers 
with their unions belied their faith in the concept itself. They ‘discussed unionism 
amongst themselves’, and ‘many showed disapproval with the present activities 
of the union’.46 Similarly, the recollections presented here suggest that during the 
1950s and 1960s the relationship between these workers and their union was fairly 
one-sided. The inability to recall significant interaction with trade unions implies 
that membership proved to be of little benefit to these women. Faith in union 
representation was stronger than the reality. It is this idea that assistance was to 
be sought by the worker rather than proffered by the union that reveals the nature 
of the relationship between textile and clothing trade unions and migrant women 
during this period. CURA confirmed this assessment in 1974. Migrant women were 
found to have enjoyed little contact with their union representatives, primarily due 
to the language barrier and a lack of appropriate effort by the union:

We would argue that migrant women workers have perhaps a greater 
understanding and commitment to ‘unionism’ as a concept than their 
rates of participating in union activities at first suggests. Perhaps the 
fault lies with the Clothing Union in that it has not encouraged women 
to participate; has not explained its aims and methods effectively and 
has not developed appropriate structure and processes to deal with 
the multi-national membership it aims to represent.47

Here began a period in which translated information and bi-lingual union 
representatives became much more common, as evidenced by both union 
archival sources and the recollections of former employees. CATU newsletters 
began including Greek, Italian and other translations at least by 1976, sometimes 
accompanied by the contact details and photo of the union complaints officer.48 The 
newsletters also advertised free English language classes available to members,49 
and, interestingly, commented in 1977 that:

[t]he need for teaching English on the job has long been recognised, 
but few firms in the clothing industry have been willing to take the 
matter up and avail themselves of the Government’s facilities for 
this project.50

These translations and general union efforts to offer multilingual information 

44  Interview with Maria Tsatas, Doncaster Library, Doncaster, Victoria, 18 November 2005.
45  Loucas Nicolaou, Australian Unions and Immigrant Workers, Sydney, Allen and Unwin, 1991, pp. 190-191. 
46  Brown and Storer, ‘A Preliminary Survey of Migrant Women in the Clothing Trade’, p. 29.
47  Ibid. pp. 26-27.
48  Clothing Union News and Views, Melbourne, Percival Publishing Co., September 1976, p. 16. 
49  Ibid. March 1978, p. 27. 
50  Ibid. June 1977, p. 23. 
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correspond with testimony regarding this same period. As Pantazopoulos recalled, 
translation of union information was accompanied by the appearance of Greek and 
Italian union representatives: 

[A]fter a few years they translate. I think they translated, and plus 
they sent someone to speak, in the clothing factory, they have 
George Philopolous. This is the man for clothing union, he go round 
and speak in Greek and English … He dying, when, last year? We 
remember him. He’s help a lot in the community.51

This representative, George Philopoulos, was mentioned by several interviewees,52 
along with another organiser, Con George.53 It comes as no surprise to see how 
fondly these women remembered the union representatives with whom they could 
finally and easily communicate. As Helen Kafkaras commented: 

Philopoulos. Yes, was very good person. I remember when he say 
something to my boss, was that time at the start when I went in. I 
don’t know what’s happened … I was new, he go inside and he talk 
with him ... He come in and know everything.54

It was a sentiment shared by Vicki Vasiliou: ‘they come around all the factories… 
they look after us …’.55 Despite these efforts and their expression in the testimony 
of former employees, other evidence suggests little had changed by the end of the 
1970s. Oral testimony presented in Stepping Out of History: Documents of women 
at work in Australia tells how a textile union organiser who visited a workplace 
full of migrants in 1979 spoke only English. As ‘Francesca’ stated:

The organiser comes and talks, always in English, he talks and talks 
and I don’t know a thing … There should be interpreters but there 
aren’t, and what are we, the Italians, Greeks, Yugoslavs, Arabs and 
Turks to do?56

Other examinations of migrant workers published during this time expressed 
similar findings. Now, researchers were emphasising the union’s responsibility 
not just to provide multilingual information to its members but also to facilitate 
English language classes ‘on the job’. Literacy among ageing migrant workers 
had become ‘an exigency which can no longer be foregone in favour of other 
claims for better pay and work conditions’.57 Conferences that addressed the fate 
of migrant women during the early 1980s called for unions to provide greater 
multilingual information, particularly with regard to injury prevention and trade 

51  Voula Pantazopoulos. 
52  Helen Kafkaras; Interview with Vicki Vasiliou, Doncaster Library, Doncaster, Victoria, 18 
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55  Vicki Vasiliou.
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union activism.58 The National Women’s Advisory Council reported in 1982 that 
they had visited factories to find safety regulations and union information available 
only in English.59 Similarly, a paper presented at Noi Donne Italo-Australiane, the 
first congress of Italo-Australian women on the contribution of Italian Australian 
women to Australian society in 1985, claimed that ‘there is often little information 
provided for migrant women in their own language regarding accident prevention 
and work-related illnesses’.60 While these assessments refer to Australian trade 
unions generally, the textile and clothing industry’s sizeable female migrant 
workforce suggests that these unions would have been under particular scrutiny. 

It was during the 1980s that union assistance to migrant women workers became 
most urgent. Economic change initiated in the 1970s had come into devastating 
effect by the mid 1980s, forcing the industry to restructure its production methods 
and its workforce. The early 1970s had seen the growth of the manufacturing 
industry in Asia, the emergence of which coincided with the Whitlam Government’s 
decision to cut tariffs by twenty-five percent in 1973. CUSA found that as early as 
1974 women working in the industry were concerned about the affect that cheaper 
goods would have on their job security, and wanted unions to act on this issue.61 As 
it happened, the Australian textile and clothing industry was to suffer greatly at the 
hands of cheaper imports. From boasting 94,000 employees in 1971, only 67,000 
workers remained by 1978.62 A huge twenty-five per cent of all textile and clothing 
manufacturing plants, 940 in total, were shut down.63 During this time, imported 
products doubled their share of the Australian market.64 

Such upheaval severely affected the industry’s lower skilled workers, the 
majority of whom were women like those presented here.65 Now with school-
age children, they were unable to just ‘find another job’ as easily as they had 
in the 1960s. As Maria Tsatas found, the job market in Melbourne had changed 
significantly in twenty years:

Was very bad for us, really. Because before, if not like this job, 
for my children no good or something, change straight away go 
something else, no worry me.66

Now Tsatas worked in an industry in which there were ‘not many jobs’, and the 
bosses ‘like more work, less money’.67 While Tsatas and her generation of migrant 
women were accustomed to the high pressure piece rate system, the economic 
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upheaval of the 1970s and 1980s fostered greater competitiveness between 
employees,68 a stressful environment which CURA also observed.69 

It has been suggested that with the influx of new migrants from Asia in the 
1980s, employers used the ‘cultural diversity’ of their employees to create an 
atmosphere in which workers were constantly fearful of losing their jobs.70 Indeed, 
when providing oral testimony some women requested that their description of 
working beside newly arrived Vietnamese migrants in the 1980s be ‘off the record’. 
Nonetheless, the fear of job loss was all too real. Tariff cuts had resulted in the 
mass relocation of production offshore. As some former employees recollected, 
their role in the manufacturing process was often reduced to applying a ‘Made in 
Australia’ label to clothes sewn overseas: 

Helen Kafkaras: 

[C]ut here, send it there to sew, and we change sometimes labels 
and everything.71

Vicki Vasiliou:  

I spent days and days working, change the labels, put on our labels. 
Then all the stuff coming from China and Thailand.72 

Between 1986 and 1996, industry downsizing combined with technological change 
to retrench thirty-five per cent of women in the clothing and footwear industry.73 
As suggested earlier, it was during this period that interviewees were more likely 
to enjoy the benefits of union membership, and were grateful for union assistance. 
The experiences of two women who sought personal union assistance are notable 
in this regard. 

In 1988 the business for which Morelli worked was sold, and she forfeited 
long service leave accumulated over eight years, which at the time could not be 
transferred between employers:

And they put the factory for sale, which in the beginning she said they 
would not sell the place. But after, one morning just said the place was 
sold … At that time I lost my eight years long service leave. I went 
to the union. Ask about, they said they can not do anything because, 
it was very disappointing. But I think it was different law at the time, 
because now you can carry your long service from job to job. You 
know, in all these eight years you have disappointing days, you have 
happy days, like anything else …74

Despite being unable to assist her, Morelli believed the union had been sympathetic 
to her plight,75 and she remained convinced of its worth: ‘I think the union is very 
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important, for the worker. I really believe this, firmly.’76 In contrast, Gelsomina 
Calore experienced a successful outcome after appealing to the union for personal 
assistance. When she lost her job due to a back injury in the mid 1980s, Calore 
contested her redundancy and her employer’s failure to admit responsibility. As 
with Morelli’s case, industrial legislation of the time complicated her claim:

Because I have problem because I start with work, my back started 
sore, but after when I was on light duty, I have car accident. And 
it was the time they finished work compensation, started the work 
cover. It was July. And in September, I don’t know if you remember 
… in 85 in September started the work cover, because before was 
work compensation. And nobody wanted to pay me, the work 
compensation say no, you have car accident. The car insurance say 
no, you have back problem before. But after the union had court … 
admitting …77

Had it not been for union representation, Calore would have struggled to support 
her family, let alone finance any legal battles. As it was, her successful court action 
financed successive operations and other health costs over the coming years. Even 
so, she confessed that the experience deeply affected her:

It was very upsetting yes. Nearly become depressed. Because I work 
all my life, and all of a sudden I have to stop work. My children 
… are in school, so what can I do anymore. I no work, no money 
coming in … I had a difficult time.78 

As this case shows, union assistance was in greater demand and more commonly 
called upon during the 1980s for two reasons. Not only were factories closing and 
lower-skilled workers being made redundant, but injuries created and sustained 
over these women’s careers were now coming to the fore. Decades of working in 
repetitive, cramped and physically stressful jobs had combined with age to render 
this generation of migrant women susceptible to serious injury. Occupational 
health and safety became a central part of communication with migrant workers 
during the 1980s. For years they had endured dusty, noisy workrooms, the heat 
from the machines adding to their discomfort:

Morelli:

We have no air conditioner, just in summertime she used to open the 
front door and the back door, and that’s it. No window, because it 
was like a factory window, which you know you can’t open. It was 
terrible, just terrible. We used to complain, especially in summer, 
you know because the machine make a lot of hot air. But who cares? 
There was no sympathy, no.79

Kafkaras said she had a ‘tricky thumb’ from pulling the elastic in lingerie and 
thermal underwear.80 Charalambos simply stated that she stopped working ‘because 

76  Anna Morelli.
77  Gelsomina Calore.
78  Ibid.
79  Anna Morelli. 
80  Helen Kafkaras.
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I’ve got arthritis’. [Higgins: Is that from working so fast all these years?]:
Charalambos: 

Oh yes, of course. Oh yes. It’s working you see. I think, for the 
woman, if you saw hands, because it’s working so hard when you 
come here … [Higgins: With your fingers …]

Everything. Your fingers, your body. You know? You come from 
scratch, you have to do something.81 

The efforts of CATU and the ATWU went some way toward bridging the 
communication gap. In 1981 CATU’s Victorian Branch announced the employment 
of ‘our own Health and Safety officer’, Annamalia Chimentos, to protect the rights 
of workers and the launch of training seminars catering for the health and safety 
concerns of women and non-English speaking members:

Because the Health Department conducts relatively few inspections 
of clothing factories the Union has felt the need to look after its own 
… Workers’ health and occupational safety has become an area of 
concern to the Union.82

By the mid 1980s substantial multi-lingual information was published in various 
issues of Textile Topics, translated into languages such as Greek, Italian, Spanish 
and Vietnamese.83 In addition, both the textile and clothing unions were making 
efforts to communicate information about long service leave and workers’ 
compensation.84 ATWU officer Noel Arnold reflected the fact that union assistance 
to migrant women was becoming more urgent in his 1983 summation that, ‘the 
task of trade unions in the next decade will be one of consciousness raising’.85

These improvements in language resources and other support services during 
the late 1970s and early 1980s meant that by this point in time, migrant women 
working in the textile and clothing industry were able to capitalize on their union 
membership during an uncertain period for the industry and its workforce. In this 
way, the faith in unionism that these women professed to have held throughout 
their careers was at least somewhat fulfilled. 

81  Andriana Charalambos.
82  ‘Occupational Health and Safety’, p. 3. 
83  ‘Work and the Dangers of Heat Stress’, vol. 2, no. 46, November 1985, pp. 17-25 and vol. 2, no. 46, 
Textile Topics, March 1986, pp. 18-23. 
84  ‘Occupational Health and Safety’, p. 3; ‘Long service leave’, Textile Topics, no. 37, vol. 2, 
March 1983, pp. 35-39; ‘Long Service Leave in Victoria – Industrial Relations Act’, Textile Topics, 
vol. 2, no. 44, August 1985, pp. 15-17; multi-lingual information on the Australian Textile Union’s 
‘Mortality Fund’, including Vietnamese and Italian translation, in Textile Topics, vol. 2, no. 41, 
August 1984, pp. 8-9; ‘What You Need to Know About the Occupational Health, Safety and Welfare 
Act 1986’, Textile Topics, vol. 2, no. 52, March 1988, pp. 31-33; Occupational health and safety 
pamphlets to be produced by the Industrial Court and Commission in ‘eight community languages’, 
Textile Topics, vol, 2, no. 53, August 1988, p. 32.
85  Arnold, ‘Health and Safety in the Workplace: The Challenge of the Eighties’, p. 31.
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The Australian Labour Movement and Working 
Mothers in the United Nations’ Decade for Women, 

1975 to 1985

Patricia Grimshaw, Nell Musgrove and Shurlee Swain

Feminists in Australia have repeatedly queried how the concept of the eight-hour 
working day could conceivably be aligned with the historical realities of working 
mothers’ experiences of waged work. Historically the domestic work of the house 
ensured that the housewife seldom enjoyed eight hours of play, or eight hours’ 
sleep for that matter. The life experience of mothers who engaged in both domestic 
and waged labour from the nineteenth century onwards – at first predominantly 
deserted wives and poor widows – has been portrayed as one of gross and often 
bleak overwork. 

Notable European socialists, writing from the perspective of countries where 
large numbers of women were becoming absorbed into large-scale industrial 
production, had confronted the concern about the excessive work hours of waged 
married women during the nineteenth-century debate on the ‘woman question’. 
They regarded the factory as a site of exploitation but also as a place where social 
improvement and the eventual emancipation of women could be won by collective 
action. They therefore asserted that the full entry of married women to waged work 
was central to women’s liberation. No woman could be free, they said, if throughout 
her adult life she were dependent for a livelihood on another person, her husband. 
But access to a direct wage, or economic independence, was merely the first step 
to women’s liberation. They did not doubt that women’s current domestic work in 
child care, house cleaning, meal preparation, the care of clothing and innumerable 
other tasks was real work and it would not simply disappear with modernity. 
If women were not to be grievously overburdened, their entry to remunerative 
employment would necessarily need to be accompanied by community solutions to 
the significant tasks of the home. But such provisions, requiring the deployment of 
community resources, and the humanisation of working conditions, they deemed 
impossible under a capitalist economy. Women’s full liberation would be possible 
only with the advent of socialism.1 

In early twentieth-century Australia this far-reaching social transformation 
proved politically elusive but it did not go away. Once a substantial number of 
women with young children entered the workforce in the post-World War II 
decades, as the economic boom opened up greater avenues for female employment, 
the challenges facing working mothers became even more evident. Many refugee 
and migrant women from southern and central Europe entered factory employment 
from the late 1940s. Other married women took advantage of the employment 

1  See Friedrich Engels’ classic The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State, London, 
Lawrence and Wishart, [1st ed. 1884] 1942.
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opportunities in both the manufacturing and service sectors that beckoned in 
the years that followed. For the labour movement the advent of married women 
into full-time employment necessitated creative thinking about the legitimacy of 
working mothers, and about the particular support structures they might need if a 
‘double day’ of inordinate hours was not to eventuate.2 

The Australian labour movement’s attachment through much of the twentieth 
century to the family wage for men reflected both awareness of the exploitative 
nature of much working-class women’s waged work, and the challenge that 
women’s lower wages posed to men’s employment. Only a minority of unionists 
insisted that the family wage be paid to all breadwinners regardless of family 
circumstances. Women with children, many labour activists argued, would be far 
better served by the payment of an allowance to mothers that recognised their 
contribution as child rearers and child bearers.3 Signs that the labour movement’s 
antagonistic stance to married women in the workforce was likely to be fragile 
were evident in the substantial though temporary changes introduced to facilitate 
women’s participation in the workforce during World War II.4 In the vigorous 
industrialisation following the war, this discouragement became increasingly 
unsustainable. There was a push by left unions in the late 1940s to increase 
women’s pay. A renewed feminist activism slowly found a greater voice in union 
deliberations, and, following their successes in the equal pay campaigns in 1969 
and 1972, many of these labour feminists turned their attention to the difficult 
situation of working mothers.5 Rather than argue for payments that would reduce 
the oppressive nature of dependency on a male breadwinner, feminist activists 
pursued measures designed to enhance the access of mothers, whether or not they 
had a reliable male breadwinner, to gainful employment outside the home, as at the 
same time they sought to widen work openings for all women in a tightly gendered 
work structure. Thus commenced the labour movement’s effort to incorporate the 
first step of the socialist and feminist agenda supportive of working mothers within 
industrial aims and practices. 

This chapter examines the efforts of the industrial and political wings of the 
labour movement to respond to the advent of significant numbers of working 
mothers in the waged labour force during the United Nations’ Decade for Women 
from 1975 to 1985, and in particular to the issue of the working mother’s double 
burden of waged public and unwaged domestic work that rendered their labour so 
onerous. It looks in particular at two key moments: first, the Australian Council 
of Trade Union’s adoption in 1977 of a Working Women’s Charter, when the 
union movement in effect abandoned the family wage; second, the Australian 

2  For discussion of aspects of working mothers in the later twentieth century, see Patricia Grimshaw, 
John Murphy and Belinda Probert (eds), Double Shift: Working Mothers and Social Change in 
Australia, Beaconsfield (VIC), Circa, 2005; Marilyn Lake, Getting Equal: The History of Australian 
Feminism, Sydney, Allen & Unwin, 1999; Marian Sawer, Sisters in Suits: Women and Public Policy 
in Australia, Sydney, Allen & Unwin, 1990; Gisela Kaplan, The Meagre Harvest: The Australian 
Women’s Movement 1950s-1990s, Sydney, Allen & Unwin, 1996; Katie Richmond, Women in the 
Workforce, La Trobe University Sociology Papers no.2, 1973.
3  For a discussion of the mother’s allowance, see Lake, Getting Equal; P. Grimshaw, S. Swain 
and E. Warne, ‘Constructing the Working Mother: Australian Perspectives’ 1920 to 1970’, Hecate, 
December 2005.
4  See Ellen Warne, ‘“A Daily Scramble”: Working Mothers’ Access to Child Care in World War Two’ 
in Grimshaw, Murphy and Probert (eds), Double Shift, pp. 118-32.
5  Edna Ryan and Anne Conlon, Gentle Invaders: Australian Women at Work 1788-1974, Melbourne, 
Nelson, 1975.
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Labor Party-supported Sex Discrimination Act of 1984 that enshrined aspects of 
the Charter in law. It suggests that while the industrial wing of labour succeeded 
in defining a generous platform for change that not only opened employment to 
married women but lightened the extra burden they carried, the political wing of 
labour could put only a much reduced agenda to the Commonwealth parliament, 
where the public anxieties about working mothers’ efforts to straddle their dual 
responsibilities found a robust platform.

The year 1977 was a significant one for working women in Australia. Following 
the example of South Australia, the state parliaments of New South Wales and 
Victoria passed sex discrimination legislation;6 and on a national level the annual 
congress of the ACTU, held in Sydney from the 12th to 16th September 1977, 
voted in favour of adopting a Working Women’s Charter (see appendix for full 
text). On first morning of the congress the Australian Financial Review forecast 
that it would ‘concern itself mostly with the issue of uranium mining because it 
[had] precious little else to talk about’.7 The journalist had failed to note that on the 
agenda for the second day was an item known as the Working Women’s Charter. 
Though its advocates feared that the open and disguised hostility of sections of 
both right- and left-wing unions would prevail, the Charter was accepted with a 
comfortable majority. A statement of the labour movement’s commitment to social 
justice for all working women, it included several clauses that signalled particular 
attention to those women who had responsibilities for children. 

There had been several years of campaigning for this result, as labour feminists 
pursued a higher profile for women’s issues, including an increase in numbers 
of women in positions of responsibility within the union movement. In 1971, 
1973 and 1975 they organised Alternative Trade Union Women’s Conferences 
to lobby the corresponding ACTU congresses.8 Aware of similar initiatives 
within the British trade union movement and elsewhere, delegates to the latter 
two conferences had a hand in preparing a radical platform of policies relating to 
working mothers that they tabled at the congresses themselves.9 Partly because 
of the influence of Women’s Electoral Lobby adherents, the Australian Council 
of Salaried and Professional Associations (ACSPA), which would join the ACTU 
in 1979, simultaneously adopted its own Working Women’s Charter. ACSPA had 
been instrumental in establishing a Working Women’s Centre in Melbourne, funded 
by the ALP under Prime Minister Gough Whitlam as part of commemoration in 
1975 of International Women’s Year.10 With Mary Owen and Sylvie Shaw at the 
helm of a collective group of researchers, the Working Women’s Centre helped co-
ordinate groups across Australia campaigning for the ACTU to adopt a Working 
Women’s Charter.11 Due to its ACSPA affiliation, the Working Women’s Centre 
emphasised the ACSPA Charter as the model to be pursued within the union 

6  South Australia Sex Discrimination Act, 1975; New South Wales Anti-Discrimination Act, 1977; 
Victoria Equal Opportunity Act, 1977.
7  ‘ACTU Has Only Uranium to Chew Over’, Australian Financial Review, 12 September 1977. 
8  Pauline Costello, ‘Women and Trade Unions: The Working Women’s Charter’, Melbourne Journal 
of Politics, vol. 15, 1984, p. 45. 
9  ‘A.C.T.U Congress Policy 1973 – Women and Work’ and A.C.T.U Congress Policy 1975 – Women 
in the Workforce’, Typescript, University of Melbourne Archives.
10  Mary Owen, ‘The Working Women’s Centre’, Radical Education Dossier, Autumn 1981, p. 19. 
11  In a personal communication on 22 June 2006, Lynn Beaton stressed the collaborative character of 
the work of staff associated with the Centre. 
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movement, but Working Women’s Charter Campaign groups in other states had 
their own Charters, some of which explicitly acknowledged the links between 
the Australian movement and the British Working Women’s Charter of 1974.12 
The Working Women’s Centre, later located within the ACTU, directly linked the 
broader women’s liberation movement both nationally and internationally with 
women’s issues within the union movement, forging links between white-collar 
and other women workers. In this process the ACTU’s first female Research 
Officer, Jan Marsh, was also an active force.

The women remained active in the weeks preceding the Congress so that, by 
the time the Charter was put to a vote, it was a document that encompassed a wide 
range of concerns salient to the lives of working women. One of the Charter’s 
most important features was its consideration of the needs of women of many 
different circumstances, representative of the goals of activists in white- and blue-
collar unions.13 The organisers took seriously the concept of involving migrant 
women in the drafting process. In August of 1977 the Federazione Italiana 
Lavoratori Emigrati e Famiglie (FILEF)14 told a conference organised in support 
of the Charter that migrant women saw the right to work as the most pressing issue 
and that if this were taken on, more migrant women would be interested. By the 
time the document was presented to the ACTU Congress, ‘the right to paid work 
for all who want to work, irrespective of age, marital status, sex, sexuality, race, 
country of origin, religion, political belief, or appearance’ was explicitly stated as 
a fundamental tenet.15

The Working Women’s Charter contained sections that were very much in 
line with existing state-based anti-discrimination legislation such as equal pay 
for equal work and the prevention of sexual discrimination in employment, 
promotion and the termination of work; but it went further, explicitly linking 
women’s experiences as bearers and rearers of children with their lives as waged 
workers. Section 1B, ‘Child Care Provisions’, asserted that trade unions should 
campaign for quality child care funded by government bodies and for employer or 
industry based centres. Further, it stated that workplace based child-care facilities 
‘should be under the control of a Union Committee on the job elected by workers 
concerned, so that this service is not used in any way to intimidate workers,’ and 
that all child-care payments should be affordable and tax deductible. In advancing 
the case for workplace-based child care the Charter took a position different from 
that advanced by the instigators of Community Child Care (CCC), the dominant 
child-care lobby group at the time, while at the same time ameliorating the latter’s 
concerns that such centres would tie employees to substandard conditions.16 
However, it surely did have implications for the relationship between work and 
child care. If the CCC organisation ran the risk of romanticising the community, the 

12  Working Women’s Charter Campaign Group Queensland, The Working Women’s Charter 
Campaign, 1976, pamphlet held in Mary Owen’s personal papers; correspondence in the Working 
Women’s Centre Collection, University of Melbourne Archives, Accession no. 102/20.
13  Anna Booth and Linda Rubenstein, ‘Women in Trade Unions in Australia’, in Sophie Watson 
(ed.), Playing the State: Australian Feminist Interventions, Sydney, Allen & Unwin, 1990, pp. 123-4. 
14  For a discussion see Lake, Getting Equal, p. 267.
15  ACTU, ‘Working Women’s Charter’, in Decisions of the Australian Congress of Trade Unions, 
Sydney Town Hall, 12th-16th September 1977, p. 10.
16  Ibid. For a further discussion of this debate see Shurlee Swain, ‘In Whose Interest? Voluntarism 
and Child care, 1880-1980’ Australian Journal of Early Childhood, vol. 29 no. 4, December 2004, 
pp. 29-31.
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ACTU position seems to have tied child care to the parent’s (usually the mother’s) 
employment, with assumptions about full and regular employment, and perhaps 
also about the primacy of the workplace as a social network. The significance of 
Section 1B was not that it made any innovative claims with respect to child care, 
but that it successfully installed child care as an industrial issue within the context 
of the ACTU.

In recognition of the fact that, in the preponderance of cases, women were the 
people expected to ensure that their work supported the rhythms of family life, 
Section 2E of the Charter stated that ‘where appropriate’ flexible working hours 
should be negotiated and emphasised that such positions ‘must attract appropriate 
loadings’.17 Notes in the margins made at the time by Mary Owen suggest that 
the tentative nature of this clause was influenced by opposition from within the 
ACTU, but the recognition of the double demands of work and family remained 
significant. The Charter also contained a series of measures relating to access to 
education and workforce re-entry, and made a commitment to maternity leave 
in accordance with the 1955 International Labor Organisation Convention 103.18 
Here, perhaps, it was influenced by the Whitlam government’s earlier support 
of women’s education, with special grants programmes that were already being 
wound back.

While the labour movement had previously been slow to perceive the special 
needs of migrant women, many of whom were working mothers, the Charter 
confirmed the rightful place of multicultural and multilingual issues on the industrial 
agenda. To the degree that the priorities of women from non-English speaking 
backgrounds overlapped with those of other working women, such concerns of 
migrant women were automatically contained in working women’s initiatives.19 
However Section 1A, ‘Education and Training’ addressed concerns specific to 
women of non-English speaking backgrounds, stating that ‘English classes for 
migrant workers should be provided on the job’, and that comprehensive pictorial 
and multi-lingual instructions should be supplied. Workplace health and safety 
provisions for women who did not speak English fluently were also provided for 
in section 2F.20 It is worth noting, however, that neither the Working Women’s 
Charter, nor state and subsequent federal sex discrimination legislation, made any 
provision for the special needs of Indigenous women. This might of course in part 
reflect their preference for their own child care arrangements. 

The majority in favour of the Charter was achieved after some amendment and 
factional jockeying.21 The influence of right-wing factions within the ACTU, in 
particular delegates whose unions were aligned with the National Civic Council, 
successfully prevented inclusion of both explicit support of the right of married 
women to obtain access to unemployment benefits and any statement in favour 
of women’s right to abortion, but in other respects the Charter was extremely 
progressive. Perhaps it was true that, despite their apprehensiveness about the fate 
of the family wage, some delegates of blue-collar unions enjoyed seeing the right 

17  ACTU, ‘Working Women’s Charter’, p. 10.
18  This convention of the International Labour Organization (the Maternity Protection Convention, 
1955) formed the basis of the claims to maternity leave.
19  Lake, Getting Equal, p. 268.
20  Ibid.
21  David O’Reilly, ‘Women Win a Charter on Job Rights’, Australian, 14 September 1977. 
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looking apprehensive, inclining them to support the Charter out of rivalry if not 
conviction.22 But according to Mary Lambert, who was present as a representative 
of a blue-collar union, the right wing had few problems with the Charter once the 
abortion clause was defeated. While they had a preference for mothers at home, 
they did not envisage many married women invading their workplaces and there 
seemed, after all, little harm if a few, mostly single white-collar women were to 
benefit.23 Mary Owen hailed the endorsement of the Charter as:

a milestone in history … and very gratifying to all those women 
– both inside and outside the trade union movement, who have 
slogged away for years in an attempt to gain recognition of the 
discrimination against women and to eliminate it.24

She admitted that ‘the battle [was] not over yet’, but was certain that the adoption 
of the Charter solidified the position of women’s rights on the national agenda.

When the issues that had found articulation in the Charter surfaced in the wider 
public arena, labour feminists gained a clearer estimate of the degree of national 
opposition to the new agenda for working mothers. Legislation to implement aspects 
of this agenda introduced by Senator Susan Ryan as a private member in 1981, and 
under Bob Hawke’s Labor government during the years 1983 and 1984, proved 
a catalyst for an outcry of anxieties about the place of women in the family that 
far exceeded the controversies within the labour movement itself. Ryan had been 
elected as the first Labor Senator for the Australian Capital Territory in 1975, the 
year Malcolm Fraser replaced Gough Whitlam as Prime Minister. Labour activists 
attempting to keep feminist issues afloat in the changing political environment 
saw her as a natural ally. Mary Owen recalls several discussions with Ryan after 
the Charter victory.25 In particular Ryan canvassed with Owen her plan to introduce 
a sex discrimination bill as a private member, which would bring aspects of the 
Charter into the political realm. To attract the widest possible support she couched 
the bill as the means of giving legal force to the United Nations Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women of 1979, signed 
by a representative of the Fraser government at the Copenhagen women’s mid-
decade international conference. Given that liberalism upheld equal rights as 
fundamental, feminists anticipated that some Liberals in federal parliament would 
show support. 

Ryan introduced the Sex Discrimination bill in the Senate in 1981.26 Enshrined 
in the bill was a multi-faceted approach to ending discrimination against women, 
particularly by facilitating their entry to workplaces, education and training, together 
with provision for affirmative action. The bill adopted a broad definition of sexual 
discrimination, including the prohibition of practices that effectively as well as 

22  Mary Owen, Interview with Patricia Grimshaw and Nell Musgrove, conducted at the University of 
Melbourne, 1 June 2006.
23  Personal communication from Mary Lambert, 22 June 2006.
24  Mary Owen, Comments on ACTU Charter for Working Women, Typescript, 21 September 1977, 
Working Women’s Centre Collection, University of Melbourne Archives, Accession no. 102/20.
25  Mary Owen, Interview with Patricia Grimshaw and Nell Musgrove, conducted at the University of 
Melbourne, 1 June 2006.
26  A detailed examination of the background to the Sex Discrimination Act can be found in Marian 
Sawer, ‘The Commonwealth Sex Discrimination Act: Aspirations and Apprehensions’, in Women, 
Work and Equity: A Special Forum to Mark the 20th Anniversary of the Sex Discrimination Act 1984, 
available at www.hreoc.gov.au/sex_discrimination/20thanniversary/women_work_equity/index.html



The Australian Labour Movement and Working Mothers       143

explicitly discriminated on the grounds of sex. It also recognised the importance of 
preventing discrimination on the grounds of marital status – a boon for both single 
and married working mothers. The clauses dealing with discrimination in work 
were designed to prevent discrimination on the grounds of sex or marital status in 
employment and promotion, and extended these prohibitions to the advertisement 
of positions. Clauses against discrimination in education were intended to open 
women’s access to training at all levels and in all fields, but allowed for the 
existence of single-sex educational institutions. Important for working mothers 
were clauses that prevented discrimination in the provision of financial services, 
although there were some exemptions in place with regards to superannuation, 
provident funds and insurance. The controversial affirmative action clauses 
essentially provided for the implementation of measures to improve conditions 
for working women: the bill did not include a quota system or oblige employers 
to hire a woman given a male and a female applicant of equal merit. This concept 
of affirmative action was finally implemented in the Affirmative Action (Equal 
Employment for Women) Act 1986 which stated that affirmative action programs 
would ‘eliminate discrimination … against [and] … promote equal opportunity 
for women in relation to employment matters’.27 

The areas covered by the 1981 Sex Discrimination bill were the aspects of 
the Working Women’s Charter most amenable to implementation through law. 
When the bill went to debate it elicited the expected cross-party support, but also 
trenchant attacks. Although it was shelved before a division, Ryan did not see this 
as a defeat.

The debate was adjourned without a vote, but this legislative tactic 
did achieve a lot of what I had hoped for. Sympathetic Liberals 
such as Peter Baume became supporters of this approach … and the 
Labor Party was committed to action.28

When Labor gained power in 1983, Susan Ryan was appointed Minister Assisting 
the Prime Minister on the Status of Women, a position she held till 1988, presiding 
over the passage of the government’s Sex Discrimination Act 1984 and the related 
Affirmative Action (Equal Opportunities in Employment) Act 1986. In her memoirs, 
Ryan attributed Bob Hawke’s willingness to legislate against sex discrimination in 
employment to his experiences as President of the ACTU.29 The display of union 
support for the Charter, she argued, was pivotal in the transformation of Hawke’s 
public policy on women’s rights though there is little, either in the archival material 
or Hawke’s memoirs to suggest that he had any hand in its drafting.30 In his early 
years as President of the ACTU, Hawke’s attitudes towards women seemed little 
influenced by feminism: indeed, in 1971 MeJane, a Sydney Women’s Liberation 
magazine, had voted him ‘male chauvinist of the month’.31 Nevertheless, Hawke’s 
political radar alerted him at this point to the growing influence of women within 
the labour movement, a knowledge that helped to ensure that women’s issues were 
not forgotten when Hawke moved into federal parliament as prime minister. While 

27  Commonwealth Affirmative Action (Equal Employment Opportunity for Women) Act 1986.
28  Susan Ryan, Catching the Waves: Life in and out of Politics, Sydney, HarperCollins, 1999, p. 201.
29  Ibid. p. 240. 
30  Working Women’s Centre Collection, University of Melbourne Archives, Accession no. 102/20; 
Robert Hawke, The Hawke Memoirs, London, Heinemann, 1994.
31  Sawer, Sisters in Suits, p. 64.
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the industrial wing of the labour movement revised the Working Women’s Charter 
at subsequent congresses and pressed directly with employers for adoption of some 
of its policies, the political wing of the movement now fought for a comprehensive 
sex discrimination act.

Ryan introduced her revised Sex Discrimination bill in the Senate on 2 June. 
On the advice of Dr Anne Summers, the new Head of the Office of the Status of 
Women, Ryan omitted the controversial affirmative action clauses that had been 
part of the 1981 bill, reserving them to be presented separately at a later date 
when the main bill had been passed into law. The only significant addition to 
the 1981 bill was a section dealing with sexual harassment. In parliament Ryan 
characterised the bill as ‘the initial step towards the fulfilment of the Government’s 
major election commitment to women’, rather than as a sweeping solution for 
gender inequality or discrimination.32 

Although members of the ALP knew that there were some in their ranks who 
were, at best, uninterested in sex discrimination legislation, this was a government 
bill and Labor opponents kept their peace during the lengthy debate.33 The support 
of the Democrats, particularly Senator Janine Haines, was instrumental in securing 
its passage through the Senate. At an official level the Liberal Party also supported 
the bill, with Ian Macphee, Opposition Spokesman on the Status of Women, 
writing to all backbenchers informing them that the campaign against the bill was 
being ‘led by women from privileged backgrounds who seem intent on preventing 
less privileged women from achieving a similar equality’.34 Liberal Senator 
Shirley Walters, however, spearheaded opposition in the Senate and the speeches 
of other Liberal members supported her position. The independent Senator Brian 
Harradine matched Walters in his strident opposition and together they employed 
filibustering tactics that prolonged the debate, frustrated the Senate and threatened 
to derail the entire project. The National Party characterised the legislation as 
unnecessary and dangerous; even after extensive changes at the committee stage 
in both houses, only two National Party members voted in favour. 

To the Tasmanian Liberal Bruce Goodluck, the behaviour of the bill’s 
parliamentary advocates challenged conventional notions of femininity.

I have looked at the four women on the Government side. They 
are nice ladies … But they are all the same. They are always 
campaigning to save the cats, save the dogs and save the whales. 
They are anti-nuclear and pro-abortion. I do not mean that nastily. 
But they are all the same. They are anti the flag and anti the dam. 
Everyone knows that I am right; they are all the same … and I am 
afraid that everybody is starting to think that that role is the norm.35

Other members insisted that they were in favour of the principle of sex 
discrimination legislation, but found themselves unable to vote for the bill because 
they felt that it was poorly drafted or because they objected to the legislation’s 
potential to override relevant state legislation – or lack thereof.

As a result of alarmist outcries from conservative groups that Ryan feared might 

32  Senator Ryan, Parliament of Australia Senate Hansard, 2 June 1983.
33  Sawer, Sisters in Suits, p. 212.
34  Quoted in Parliament of Australia Senate Hansard, 8 November 1983.
35  Brian Goodluck, Parliament of Australia House of Representatives Hansard, 2 March 1984.
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result in a public opposition campaign, and Hawke’s antipathy to the proportion 
of debate time it was absorbing – (the leadership was also hesitant to antagonise 
Harradine) – she withdrew the bill for re-drafting. When by October it had become 
apparent that the legislation was not going to be allowed to disappear, the intensity 
of opposition escalated. Central to these objections was a parallel drawn between 
the promotion of working motherhood and the socialistic practices of Communist 
countries that spelt doom for the health of Christian society. Organisations such as 
the Reverend Fred Nile’s Festival of Light, self-described as a ‘Christian ministry 
… promoting true family values in the light of the wisdom of God’36 and Women 
Who Want to be Women, an anti-feminist group founded by Mrs Babette Francis 
that was closely aligned with the National Party, were key players. Earlier in 1983 
these organisations had used fear tactics to whip up a public frenzy when the 
government moved to ratify the United Nations Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women and these anxieties were stirred 
again when the redrafted bill returned to the Senate. Through leaflet campaigns, 
public meetings, talkback radio and the mainstream print media, grounded on 
wilful misinterpretations of the bill, opponents managed to circulate a good deal 
of misinformation.

Parliamentarians were swamped with petitions and letters opposing the bill, 
many of which contained echoes of Phyllis Schlafly’s campaign against the Equal 
Rights Amendment in the United States that would have rendered unconstitutional 
all discrimination against women. The proposed Australian legislation, one 
correspondent maintained:

discriminates against those women who choose to remain at home 
and nurture their children. I see it as a serious threat to the values of 
family life, leading to a totalitarian and socialistic society.37

Women Who Want to be Women and their allies had successfully convinced many 
people that the Sex Discrimination Act would force unwilling women into the 
workforce; that it was an overt attack on the family; and that its reliance upon the 
external affairs power of the Constitution – the constitutional basis that linked 
the act to the UN convention – would leave Australia open to external control 
by Communist nations. In addition the organisation took up the claim, supported 
by the independent Senator Brian Harradine, that the act could force medical 
practitioners to provide women with abortions on demand. An even more extreme 
letter alleged that the legislation promoted homosexuality, would spread AIDS and 
incite brutal and sadistic murderous behaviour.38 

Although the parliamentary opponents of the bill tended to shy away from 
the most extreme expression of these exaggerated claims, they echoed some of 
this language. The debates were at times alarmist in tone and always passionate. 
Members on each side of the debate, at one time or another, likened the position 
of their opponents to policies of Nazi Germany; and each insisted that they had 
Christianity on their side. Opponents expressed their anxieties about the bill’s 
so-called anti-family goals and the political dangers of giving legal force to the 
UN convention. To some the legislation was simply unnecessary, with Senator 

36  Festival of Light Homepage (http://www.fol.org.au, [cited 29 May 2006]).
37  Letter to Senator Teague, Parliament of Australia Senate Hansard, 29 November 1983.
38  Letter to Roslyn Kelly, Parliament of Australia House of Representatives Hansard, 1 March 1984.
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Florence Bjelke-Petersen arguing: ‘in most cases women can get where they want 
if they have the ability’.39 Others thought women should be kept in their domestic 
space. The Liberal Party’s Senator Brian Archer claimed that ‘most ordinary, 
natural women are homely and caring, … not wildly ambitious, … not naturally 
dominating and … mostly inclined to avoid authority … Why,’ he continued, ‘do 
women want to be like men, or men want to be like women?’40 

In the face of such sustained parliamentary opposition and vitriolic personal 
attacks Ryan stood firm, conceding only those points that seemed absolutely 
necessary to secure the bill’s passage. Finally the legislation secured majority 
support in both houses of parliament, becoming law at the end of 1984. Two years 
later, Labor promoted successfully the Affirmative Action (Equal Opportunities 
in Employment) Act which, adopting the definition of affirmative action outlined 
in Ryan’s 1981 bill, required institutions and businesses to establish targets for 
improving the status of women and mandated reporting mechanisms. With Hawke’s 
prestige at a peak, this previously contentious issue passed with minimum debate, 
perhaps because the Sex Discrimination Act was now entrenched socially. As the 
voices of opposition quieted, Ryan was criticised by proponents who claimed that 
the legislation was ‘useless, an insulting token’ that did not go nearly far enough.41 
Although hurt at the time, in retrospect she argued for the utility of the Act: ‘Would 
I do it again? I would. It’s probably the most useful thing I’ve ever done’.42

There is little point chastising the ALP, Ryan herself or her co-workers for the 
gaps that characterised the new legislation. Certainly the labour activists’ agenda in 
relation to working mothers advanced in the 1970s was distinctly truncated in the 
Act. Despite the lead of the Working Women’s Charter in its attention to the ILO 
Convention 103, the Act excluded Article 11(2b) of the United Nations Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women that stipulated 
that signatories should ‘introduce maternity leave with pay or with comparable 
social benefits’.43 This exclusion indicates the government’s unwillingness to 
either impose such a condition upon employers, or fund it from public revenue. 
The Commonwealth legislation also chose not to follow the Charter with respect to 
child care and flexible working hours, thereby excluding Article 11(2c) of the UN 
convention. Although the Hawke government did pursue child-care legislation, it 
was seen primarily as a labour force issue rather than a source of discrimination 
against women.

The proponents of sex discrimination legislation had ardently defended the 
position that women were disadvantaged with respect to men, yet the Act did 
not substantively recognise that certain women were disadvantaged in relation to 
other women. Multicultural and multi-lingual considerations were entirely absent. 
Given that it was one of the stated aims of the Office of the Status of Women 
to improve the status of all women in Australia, one wonders why all women’s 
issues were not handled together by one body.44 Given that the goals espoused by 

39  Senator Bjelke-Petersen, Parliament of Australia Senate Hansard, 6 December 1983.
40  Senator Archer, Parliament of Australia Senate Hansard, 8 November 1983.
41  Ryan, Catching the Waves, p. 243.
42  Ibid.
43  United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 1979.
44  Australian Women’s Archives Project - Commonwealth Office of the Status of Women (http://www.
womenaustralia.info/spons/SP00001.htm) ([cited 16 April 2006]).
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migrant women and those of ‘mainstream’ groups such as the Working Women’s 
Centre and the Women’s Electoral Lobby converged at several key points the 
decision to prioritise migrant women’s ‘multicultural’ identity over their identity 
as women, functioned to cement in the division between women of non-English-
speaking and women of Anglo-Celtic background.45 More broadly, it is important 
to ask how far did the anti-discrimination provisions go beyond the earlier labour 
movement ambit? What of the allegation that would soon become prominent (and 
perhaps was already being alleged) that the measure was the work of middle-class 
feminists out of touch with working families? Migrant women were not entirely 
forgotten by the Hawke government. The Women’s Emergency Services Program 
was created, and it placed a priority on migrant women. Women attending courses 
under the Adult Migrant Education Program were given free child care.46 But it 
remains significant that these programmes were considered to be separate from the 
broader ‘women’s issues’.

The Sex Discrimination Act extended protections already in place in South 
Australia, New South Wales and Victoria to the entire nation. It was the first anti-
discrimination legislation in Australia to specifically prohibit sexual harassment 
and it provided an explicit legislative commitment to the UN convention.47 But 
as a Commonwealth labour measure it was disappointing that it sidelined issues 
important to women who were attempting to straddle both the productive and the 
reproductive spheres. Issues of maternity leave, child care and flexible working 
hours were vital to the employment prospects of all working mothers. The failure to 
cater for these needs disadvantaged most the poorer working-class women – those 
‘working to live’ amongst whom women of non-English speaking backgrounds 
were over-represented. 

The distance between the ACTU’s Working Women’s Charter and the ALP’s 
Commonwealth Sex Discrimination Act indicates that the most pressing needs of 
working mothers were stripped from the agenda by the time anti-discrimination 
became legislation. Both the Charter and the Act were drafted on the assumption 
that there was a commonality amongst women and, when the successful passage 
of the legislation became dependent on negotiation, its backers drew on their own 
experiences as working women in order to set priorities. Comparatively few of 
these women were working mothers, and even fewer had experience of the kind 
of workplaces in which migrant and other working-class women toiled. It would, 
however, be overstating the case to suggest that working mothers got nothing 
out of the new legislation. Certainly they were not the ones filling the pages of 
newspapers with statements of unbridled optimism about the limitless possibilities 
for the future that had been ushered in by its passing, but it did offer them certain 
protections and opportunities that had not previously existed, and an avenue in 
addition to the unions, potentially, for pursuing their rights.48 

The chapter has contributed to historical reflection on the bases for the slow and 
piecemeal implementation of measures to assist working mothers to contain paid 

45  For a useful development of this argument see Kaplan, The Meagre Harvest.
46  Lake, Getting Equal, p. 268.
47  Chris Ronalds, ‘Government Action Against Employment Discrimination’, in Watson (ed.), 
Playing the State, p. 108. Chris Ronalds, a lawyer, assisted Susan Ryan on a voluntary basis with the 
drafting of the 1981 Sex Discrimination Bill.
48  For a critical commentary on the outcomes of the women’s movement for working-class women, 
see Kaplan, The Meagre Harvest, p. 202.
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and unpaid work within manageable hours – in modern parlance, the ‘work/life 
balance’ – as their unfinished bid for an equitable place in the workforce continued 
after the mid 1980s within a political climate shifting to the right.49 No Australian 
government was prepared to assume unequivocally positive comprehensive 
measures to allow mothers to negotiate readily the worlds of public paid and 
domestic work, as occurred in many European countries.

The Working Women’s Charter and the Sex Discrimination Act neatly bookend 
the United Nations’ Decade for Women. The advances they offered mothers 
who sought equal participation in waged employment were real but we can see 
remaining stubborn and pervasive obstacles, lessened marginally for middle-class 
mothers whose higher incomes allowed a greater range of coping strategies. Most 
working mothers faced continuing tensions between being a good mother and 
a good worker. By the mid 1980s there were insufficient jobs to accommodate 
all women who wished to work, and an even greater deficit of jobs with wages 
or salaries that matched the costs of child care. The jobs these low-paid women 
found were frequently insecure, part-time, seasonal or temporary, with few of 
the entitlements associated with permanent employment. There was no national 
maternity leave scheme, and the child care available was increasingly provided 
by private entrepreneurs and often of doubtful quality. Single mothers faced a 
difficult choice between low-waged work and reliance on state benefits. Women 
with breadwinning partners remained ineligible for unemployment benefits. 

From the distance of the early twenty-first century we see that the agenda 
defined by nineteenth-century socialist theorists as essential if women were to 
be able to participate fully in waged work remains unmet. The opening up and 
legitimation of waged work for women with young children was progressive. 
Australia now lags behind most countries in maternity provision, however: 
there is a new baby bonus but voluntary and weak employment protection and 
support, and tax arrangements benefit the traditional family.50 Amidst all this, 
hopes that working mothers would gain the domestic support structures essential 
for an eight-hour working day proved only patchily attainable in Australia’s free 
market economy. The state’s assistance with child care through partial funding and 
income-related reductions in payments is still manifestly inadequate. 

The household tasks of working women are very far from becoming a communal 
responsibility even if the market has met some needs. Cheap take-away foods for 
families are available, but seldom of the quality necessary for sustaining good 
health and well-being. Mass-produced clothing is now relatively cheap, but made 
available through the exploitation of poor women workers in third world countries 
and some exploited outworkers in Australia.51 Working-class working mothers 

49  For interesting commentary see: Barbara Pocock, The Work/Life Collision: What Work is Doing 
to Australians and What to Do About It, Annandale (NSW), Federation Press, 2003; Barbara Pocock, 
The Labour Market Ate My Babies: Work, Children and a Sustainable Future, Annandale, (NSW), 
The Federation Press, 2006. George Megalogenis, Faultlines: Race, Work, and the Politics of 
Changing Australia, Carlton North (Vic), Scribe, 2003.
50  For an international comparison on the workforce see: Peter McDonald and Rebecca Kippen, 
‘Labor Force Prospects in 16 Developed Countries’, Population and Development Review, 27 (1): 
1-32. See also Pocock, The Work/Life Collision; Jane Millar, ‘Lone Mothers as Workers: Restructuring 
Welfare States?’ in Grimshaw, Murphy and Probert (eds), Double Shift, pp. 184-200; Peter McDonald, 
‘Reform of Family Support Policy in Australia’, in Grimshaw, Murphy and Probert (eds), Double 
Shift, pp. 225-246; Bettina Cass, ‘The Contested Politics of Paid Maternity Leave in a Transforming 
Family Policy Regime’, in Grimshaw, Murphy and Probert (eds), Double Shift, pp. 201-224.
51  See Christina Cregan, Renate Howe and Patricia Grimshaw, ‘Migrant Women Workers and Their 
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continue to clean their own homes, marshalling whatever reluctant family labour 
they can; fathers often face extended working schedules that encroach on family 
time. Some better-off women can employ poorer women (too often, unfortunately, 
without payment of benefits), but usually only for very occasional help. Now 
that industrial legislation reduces former hard-won workplace protection, a new 
threat to the advent of a ‘family-friendly’ workplace looms. If the prospects of 
mothers for an eight-hour working day depend on the radical diminution of class 
differences, they have a fair way yet to travel in Howard’s Australia.
 

Families in Victoria: Two Social Surveys, 1975 and 2001’, in Grimshaw, Murphy and Probert (eds), 
Double Shift, pp. 70-85.
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Appendix – ACTU Working Women’s Charter 1977

It is recognised that some policies supported by the ACTU to achieve equality apply 
also to male workers. However, until such time that male and female workers have 
equal responsibility for domestic duties and child rearing many of these policies 
must be directed principally towards female workers. The pursuit and achievement 
of recommendations in this charter should contribute to the change in attitudes 
required before equality regardless of sex can prevail in practice.

The ACTU supports, consistent with its policy, the right to paid work for all 
who want to work, irrespective of age, marital status, sex, sexuality, race, country 
of origin, religion, political belief, or appearance.

1. ENTRY TO THE WORKFORCE

A. Education and Training
There should be equal opportunity and access to all areas of education and training 
and retraining. To achieve this objective:

Females should be made fully aware via vocational guidance throughout the 
education system of all job options and training courses available to them. As 
a matter of urgency, sex bias of all types in all aspects of the education system 
should be eradicated.

In view of the pattern of interrupted employment of many women workers, 
special retraining and refresher courses should be made available with financial 
assistance, regardless of whether the spouse is in full-time employment.

English classes for migrant workers should be provided on the job. Pictorial 
and comprehensive multi-lingual information be made available to all migrant 
workers.

Active encouragement should be given by the trade union movement to women 
who wish to enter areas of training, employment and apprenticeships which 
traditionally have been regarded as male preserves, and women should be urged to 
seek training and employment in any chosen field of education.

B. Child Care Provisions
i. The trade union movement must strive for trade union activity and campaign 
for acceptable child care facilities and for support by Government and Local 
Government bodies. Trade unions should participate in the management of such 
centres which should be at low cost to the parent.

The services to be located in areas of need with flexible hours available for 
shift workers. Particular attention be given to before-school, after-school and 
school holiday child care.
ii. Unions should be involved in the establishment of community based child 
care facilities, and also employer or industry based child care facilities where the 
environment is conducive to such establishment.
iii. Child care facilities located at workplaces should be under the control of a 
Union Committee on the job elected by workers concerned, so that this service is 
not used in any way to intimidate workers.
iv. Fees paid for the care of pre-school children, regardless of their age, should be 
tax deductible.
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C. Protective Legislation
All pseudo-protective laws related to women’s employment should be urgently 
reviewed by unions. Discriminatory clauses, which restrict entry, should be 
deleted from awards so that the range of occupations open to female workers is 
expanded.

Protective legislation should be reviewed with the aim of protecting both 
male and female workers’ health. There should be no deterioration of working 
conditions in the equalising process.

2. WORKFORCE PARTICIPATION
There should be no discrimination exercised at the Commonwealth Employment 
Service towards persons seeking employment. All unemployed persons should be 
urged to register with the Commonwealth Employment Service.

Equal Pay for Work of Equal Value
All components of remuneration should apply equally to men and women. Urgent 
attention should be given by unions to existing differences in total earnings 
and benefits received by male and female workers performing similar jobs. 
Equal remuneration should cover items such as equal right to enter the secure 
superannuation scheme on an equal basis, over-award payments, production 
bonuses etc.

All efforts made by employers including reclassification of female occupations, 
to circumvent the practice of equal pay, should be highlighted, exposed, vigorously 
opposed and eradicated by union pressure and through report to the Discrimination 
Committees.

The principle of equal pay for work of equal value should be pursued, using 
criteria to ensure that predominantly or exclusively female classifications or 
occupations are properly valued.

Payment of systems by result, which are used to exploit female employees, 
should be abolished.

Promotion should be equally accessible and subject to the same conditions.
There should be no discrimination based on sex or marital status towards 

retrenchments which should be decided by agreed redundancy procedures.

Work Pattern
Introduction of broadly defined flexible working hours where appropriate. This 
concept must be interpreted to include part-time work, tandem employment, etc., 
and must attract appropriate loadings.

Health and safety information which is both multilingual and comprehensive 
to be provided on the job.

Regular medical services including preventive medical care be provided and 
available data be made accessible to trade unions with approval of members 
concerned.

Maternity and Paternity Leave
i. Unpaid maternity and child-bearing leave should be granted to all women in 
paid employment in line with the ILO Convention 103. Unions should actively 
pursue maternity leave and paternity leave clauses in awards. Those clauses should 
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include provision for a guarantee of re-employment following leave and for an 
unbroken period of entitlement rights (e.g. leave, promotion).
ii. Paid maternity leave in line with ILO Convention 103 is supported by the 
ACTU.
iii. Paid leave be granted for family and personal emergencies.

3. TRADE UNIONS
A. Unions should increase activity to recruit more female members and to involve 
more members in activity to achieve the demands of this Charter.

B. Trade Union Education
i. Female workers should be actively encouraged by trade unions to attend classes 
conducted for trade union education purposes which should cater for the special 
problems and needs of female workers. Such courses should be conducted at 
places and times suitable to the needs and, where the need exists, child minding 
facilities should be provided.
ii. Trade union education should include courses relating to the problems of 
working women and these courses should be available to both men and women 
workers.

C. The ACTU in co-ordination with other trade union peak councils and ACTU 
State branches, together with affiliated unions, should actively encourage women 
members to stand for office. Where necessary, positive provisions should be 
considered to provide specific representation of women to ensure that union 
executives are fully representative of all its members. Women should also be 
nominated as delegates on delegations requiring union representation.

We recognise that to achieve the aims of the Charter, a widespread campaign of 
publicity, education and action is required. Such a campaign should aim to develop 
the maximum involvement of women workers. Congress endorses the holding of 
a Representatives’ Conference of women unionists from affiliated unions to plan 
ways in which the Charter can be effectively implemented.



‘They can’t take a trade off you’ – varying perceptions 
of job security over 50 years at the Midland 

Government Railway Workshops

Bobbie Oliver

The Government Railway Workshops at Midland closed in 1994, after a 90-
year history as Western Australia’s largest industrial factory. Long before the 
closure, however, the Workshops had ceased to be a place of permanent, lifetime 
employment for many of the apprentices who trained there. Over a decade after the 
Workshops’ closure, Western Australia (like the rest of the nation) was suffering 
an acute shortage of skilled labour, requiring such government strategies as 
programs to attract skilled immigrants (reminiscent of the 1950s), and developing 
a ‘Fast Track’ Apprentice training program as well as ‘short training courses’ to 
alleviate the problem.

This chapter, firstly, analyses the changing perceptions of a skilled trade in the 
second half of the twentieth century, in the context of the Midland Government 
Railway Workshops. Then, it examines the climate of change that contributed to 
the Workshops’ closure in 1994, and discusses some of its impacts. The chapter 
concludes by examining the human cost of the closure, and attempting to assess 
some of the longer-term impacts, particularly with regard to providing training 
for trades apprentices and maintaining a skilled workforce in the State of Western 
Australia.

When Jack Emery applied for an apprenticeship as a turner and iron machinist 
at the Western Australian Government Railway (WAGR) Workshops at Midland, 
Western Australia, in 1939, he was fulfilling parental ambitions for his security. 
Like many adults who had suffered the Great Depression, Jack’s parents were 
determined that their son should have better opportunities than those available to 
their generation. In old age, Jack recalled his parents’ belief that ‘they can’t take a 
trade off you’, and his own certainty that if he learned a trade he ‘would attain a level 
of power, skill and respect that goes with being a “tradesman”’ and that, ‘above all, 
it was seen as a guarantee of permanent work’. He was not disappointed, although 
he did not remain as a tradesman turner and machinist. Instead, by undertaking 
extra studies at night school, he became a draughtsman and eventually a Certified 
Practising Engineer.1 Others would take that route, including three Workshops 
trade apprentices who ended their careers as Chief Mechanical Engineer – the 
overall boss of the Workshops. This chapter, however, concentrates on those who 
remained on the shop floor as skilled tradesmen.

The chapter, firstly, sets the historical context of the WAGR Workshops, then 

1  Jack Emery, ‘Learning a Trade; Memories of an Apprentice Turner and Iron Machinist, 29 January 
1940–1 April 1945’, Papers in Labour History, no. 25, The WAGR/Westrail Midland Workshops, 
September, 2001, pp. 10-26. 
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analyses the changing perceptions of a skilled trade in the second half of the 
twentieth century, within that particular workplace. Thirdly, it examines the climate 
of change that contributed to the Workshops’ closure in 1994, and discusses some 
of the impacts of the closure upon training and job opportunities for skilled trades 
people in the State of Western Australia. The paper concludes that the closure 
resulted in severe personal disruption and trauma to the lives of many employees, 
as well as a curtailment of training opportunities for young people wishing to 
undertake apprenticeships in the industrial trades. 

For most of the twentieth century, the WAGR Workshops at Midland, a suburb 
on the north-eastern edge of Western Australia’s capital city, Perth, was the State’s 
largest employer of skilled industrial tradespeople. It was one of a mere handful 
of workshops equipped to train apprentices in such trades as blacksmithing, 
boilermaking, fitting, mechanical and electrical engineering, machining, and 
coach and wagon building – the skills required to build and repair locomotive 
engines and rolling stock, as well as tools and equipment to maintain the State-
owned railway system. Apart from a few privately-owned lines, including that 
of the Midland Railway Company, which also had workshops in Midland, the 
entire Western Australian railway system had been government-owned since 
1879, expanding from 203 kilometres of track in 1885 to over 7,000 kilometres in 
1938.2 After the railway workshops had been re-located from the port of Fremantle 
to Midland in 1904, almost all of the components of the State rail system were 
manufactured locally – from dog spikes to bridge girders and the smallest springs 
to locomotive boilers. 

Making everything from dog spikes to bridge girders: an apprentice working on a girder for the 
Guildford Railway Bridge, c. 1977 

(Courtesy Midland Railway Workshops History Project)

2  Philippa Rogers, ‘The Workshops – the heart of the railway system’ in P. Bertola and B. Oliver, 
(eds), The Workshops. A history of the Midland Government Railway Workshops, Nedlands, UWA 
Press, 2006, pp. 20-21.
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The Workshops was a working community where each trade was practised with 
fierce pride and a strong sense of its distinctiveness from its fellows. This was 
enforced by the ‘closed shop’ – a practice where, apart from apprentices, all non-
unionists were barred from employment. Even unskilled labourers had to belong 
to a union. Initially, most trades had their own unions; for example, car and wagon 
builders, blacksmiths, iron moulders, coppersmiths and boilermakers had their 
own societies. The Amalgamated Engineers (AEU) and its rival the conservative 
Australasian Society of Engineers (ASE) catered for a wider range of metal 
trades, including machinists and fitters and turners, while the largest union, the 
WA Amalgamated Society of Railway Employees (WAASRE) covered semi and 
unskilled workers, including trades assistants and labourers.3 During the 1930s, 
these unions formed a Joint Railway Unions Committee, in the belief that a unified 
approach to management would be more successful in settling common grievances 
and gaining improvements in the workplace.4

Changing perceptions of a skilled trade

The mid-1950s, it can easily be argued, were the high point of the Midland 
Workshops’ existence. Official staff numbers peaked at 2,850 in 1956, and 
included 542 apprentices.5 Immigration schemes sponsoring skilled British 
tradesmen, together with the WAGR investing, if somewhat reluctantly, in up-to-
date technology had alleviated the most severe manpower and equipment shortages 
of the early post-World War II period.6 The Workshops was well placed to adapt 
to the new technology of dieselisation.

Skilled tradesmen had gained their position at the pinnacle of the working 
classes by practising the strategies of solidarity and elitism, and they jealously 
guarded their status. Elsewhere, it has been argued that the strength of ‘moderate’ 
craft unionism in Australia came partly from a British heritage and partly from 
the unique set of circumstances in which Australian trade unions developed.7 
Examples abound of Australian skilled tradesmen achieving pay and conditions 
that reputedly made them the envy of the world by the beginning of the twentieth 
century.8 In the context of Eveleigh Workshops in NSW in 1904, for example, 
Lucy Taksa has demonstrated how ‘cooperation for mutual benefit’ among the craft 

3  Lenore Layman, ‘Labour Organisation: An industrial stronghold for the unions’ in Ibid. pp. 173-
4. Between one-third and one-half of the blue collar workforce at the Workshops were WAASRE 
members.
4  For more details of the work of the Joint Railway Unions Committee see, for example, B. Oliver, 
‘Shades of the Cold War: the role of Communist workers at the Midland Railway Workshops’ in 
G. Patmore et al. (eds), The Past is Before Us. Proceedings of the Ninth National Labour History 
Conference, The University of Sydney, 30 June–2 July 2005, Sydney, Australian Society for the 
Study of Labour History with the Business and Labour History Group, University of Sydney, 2005, 
especially p. 186.
5  These figures are from official staff records, recorded in two ledgers covering the years 1912 to 
1966, donated to the Midland Workshops History Project and now in the Workshops collection of the 
J.S. Battye Library of Western Australian History, Perth, WA.
6  See, for example, Report of Foreman Blacksmith, 1955, in WAGR Papers, SROWA, CONS 5267, 
file 66/2841, item A4, vol. 2. 
7  R. Markey, ‘Federation and Labour: the National, State and Local Dimensions’ in M. Hearn & G. 
Patmore, (eds), Working Nation. Working life and federation, 1890–1914, Annandale, Pluto Press, 
2001, pp. 98-115; B. Oliver, ‘The British origins and the transformation of work culture in Australian 
industry’ in K. Darian-Smith et. al (eds), Exploring the British World, Melbourne, RMIT Publishing, 
2004, pp. 1032-46.
8  See, for example, R. Gollan, Radical and Working Class Politics. A study of Eastern Australia, 
1850–1910, Carlton, Melbourne University Press/Australian National University, 1st ed. 1960, ch 3.
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unions had achieved not only local locomotive production, but also a closed shop 
and the rejection of piecework and bonus systems. Furthermore, ‘the affiliation 
of railway unions to the ALP also created networks of civic engagement that 
effectively strengthened the unions’ bargaining power … [and] encouraged the 
active citizenship of Eveleigh workers’.9 Likewise, the Midland District Council 
of the ALP in Western Australia, whose members included tradesmen from the 
Workshops, had a voice in local Party matters.10 

The Boiler Shop in its heyday, c. 1910, showing a row of locomotive boilers lined up for repair.  
(Courtesy Rail Heritage WA)

How did the tradesmen see themselves? The evidence suggests that there was 
considerable rivalry among the different trades at Midland11 but transcending 
those rivalries was a shared pride in being highly trained and skilled craftsmen. 
This pride was instilled partly by undergoing an apprenticeship – initially of 
five years, but later shortened to four, and then three years12 – and partly by a 

9  L. Taksa, ‘Workplace, Community, Mobilisation and Labour Politics at the Eveleigh Railway 
Workshops’, in R. Markey, (ed.), Labour & Community. Historical essays, University of Wollongong 
Press, 2001, pp. 58-9. 
10  In Western Australia, from 1899 until 1963, the ALP consisted of a political and an industrial 
wing. Membership of an affiliated union entitled the unionist to membership of the ALP and an 
opportunity to serve as delegate to the District Council. See B. Oliver, Unity is Strength. A history 
of the Australian Labor Party and the Trades and Labor Council in Western Australia 1899-1999, 
Bentley, API Network, 2003. 
11  See, for example, Fred Cadwallader, interviewed by Ric McCracken, 2 July 2002, Battye Library 
Oral History collection, Accession no. OH 3248.
12  B. Oliver, ‘The Apprenticeship System at the Workshops’ in Bertola and Oliver, op. cit., pp. 5-82. 
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hierarchical system, which was designed to ensure that apprentices showed proper 
respect to their tradesman and his semi-skilled trades assistant. Ivan McMillan, an 
apprentice fitter at the Midland Workshops in the 1940s, recalled being lectured by 
the Master of Apprentices, George Groves, who:

…stressed the importance of maintaining the Workshops’ tradition 
for good workmanship, encouraged us to be diligent and hard working 
and to respect our elders and betters at all times. [Groves said,] ‘You 
will each be assigned to a skilled tradesman who will teach you your 
craft and in return will expect hard work and respect’.13 

As late as the 1970s, older tradesmen still expected, and got, respect from their 
apprentices. Apprentice boilermaker Stephen Smith had to address his tradesman 
as ‘Mister’, and he claimed that some tradesmen expected the apprentice to walk 
behind them or even to buy them an ice cream on payday. ‘[They said that] an 
apprentice should do this as part of the privilege of learning his craft’.14

Further evidence of pride in one’s craft, and the jealousness with which 
skills were guarded can be gained from the official WAGR records of the period. 
Union deputations to the CME or the Works Manager frequently involved alleged 
infringements of demarcations between trades, or individuals being appointed 
‘unfairly’ in preference to men whom the union regarded as better qualified for 
a position. As an example, in the decade 1939-49, the WAGR records contain 
relatively frequent deputations from the Joint Railway Unions’ Council (JRUC) 
to the CME or one of his senior staff, regarding the classification and employment 
of welders. At one such deputation in January 1939, the Deputy Works Manager, 
Tom Marsland, advised that a ‘welder’ was ‘one who has served an apprenticeship 
to one of the established metal trades (fitting, boiler making, blacksmithing, etc) 
and in addition is a competent welder’. Marsland stated that the provision of an 
allowance of one shilling per day to tradesmen employed in welding remained 
under a new classification, but ‘welding’ work, whether by electric arc or oxy 
acetylene flame, belonged only to welders who received ‘a special wage rate, not 
an allowance’.15 Despite this apparently careful demarcation, however, complaints 
continued, as for example, when a JRUC deputation in April 1948 objected to 
the employment of a welder on engineering work when there were three fitters 
‘conversant with welding’ and several apprentices being trained in welding.16 

The hostility generated between trades and management over margins paid for 
skills climaxed in the six-month long metal workers’ strike in early to mid 1952. In 
October 1951, Commonwealth Conciliation Commissioner J.M. Galvin decided 
not to increase metal workers’ margins. This was purportedly an attempt to prevent 
inflation, but it incensed the unions involved. Although the Galvin decision 
did not directly affect metal trades workers in Western Australia as they came 
under a separate – and higher – State award, it was used by union activists, and 

13 I. McMillan, ‘Overalls ‘n’ Boots’, Papers in Labour History, no. 28: The Midland Railway 
Workshops Centenary Issue, October 2004, p. 5.
14  Stephen Smith, interviewed by Maxine Milne, 24 February 2003, yet to be accessioned by J.S. 
Battye Library of WA History, Perth, WA, transcript, p. 3. 
15  ‘Notes of a deputation on 7 January 1939. Boilermaker J.H. Millar, fitter R.Gibson and 
Blacksmith, S.E. Rundle waited upon Deputy Works Manager Mr. Marsland re. interpretation of 
classification of ‘welders’ in WAGR/CME Papers, SROWA, CONS 3273, Accession no. 66/2280, file 
1936-46.
16  ‘Deputation 23 April 1948. Employment of welders on engineering work’ in Ibid. 
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Communists in particular, as the catalyst for the longest-running strike in Western 
Australian industrial history, which became known as the ‘Double the Margins’ 
campaign.17 Nothing was achieved by the strike and, as a result, many Midland 
workers became not only more hostile to the Communist members in their midst, 
but disillusioned about the promises made by unions. As the factory was a closed 
shop, each worker was compelled to belong to a union, but many played no role in 
union activities. Nevertheless, they remained dependent upon their union officials, 
including those who openly belonged to the Communist Party of Australia (CPA), 
to achieve industrial gains for them in the workplace.18 

The JRUC continued to play an active role as a mediator between the factory 
floor and management. Indeed, the status of railway-employed tradesmen was 
undergirded by the combined power of the railway unions, which was evident 
in such activities as the 1961 campaign for one week’s extra annual leave. This 
campaign extended over 18 months. In October 1961, 50 officials representing 
eight unions presented a petition containing thousands of names of railway workers 
to Bert Hawke, the State ALP Leader and ex-Labor Premier, at Parliament House. 
A stop-work meeting on 7 November was attended by 1,867 of the 2,497 staff on 
the Workshops’ books, with the remainder being mainly apprentices or juniors, 
or on sick or accident leave or absentees.19 Finally, in May 1963, workers were 
granted a Christmas close down of three and a half weeks, rather than the original 
two, with the three extra days being for three gazetted holidays worked during 
the year. Management stated that it would be better to grant the full four weeks 
closure, because, ‘Output suffers if the shops are not at full strength’.20

In the very period when trade unions appeared to be at their most powerful, 
however, major shifts in technology and work processes began to undermine 
and change the entire industrial structure of railway workshops and other large 
manufacturing workplaces. Although this chapter concerns the impact of these 
changes at the Midland Government Railway Workshops in Western Australia, 
similar trends are evident elsewhere.21 At Midland, the introduction of dieselisation, 
which began in the 1950s, and of new technologies resulting in the replacement 
of wooden wagons and carriages with fibreglass and aluminium, caused changes 
to the traditional trades of boilermaking and blacksmithing, and the demise of car 
and wagon building as a trade. Of 572 apprentices employed by the WAGR at 31 
December 1953, car and wagon builders comprised 101, or approximately 17.5 
per cent – the second largest group after mechanical fitters (196, or 34 per cent). 
Within 20 years, the trade of car and wagon builder would completely disappear.22 

17  J. Archer, ‘The 1952 Metal Trades Strike in Western Australia: A War of Attrition’, Papers in 
Labour History, no. 25, p. 68; also Frank Bastow, interviewed by B. Oliver, 8 November 2000, 
Midland Railway Workshops History Project Oral History collection, Battye Library.
18  B. Oliver, ‘Shades of the Cold War’, pp. 183-90.
19  WAGR Papers, SROWA Accession no. CONS 5267/WAS 1403, item 1961/2992 ‘Annual Leave’: 
Minute from Deputy CME to Secretary, WAGR Commission, 9 November 1961.
20  Ibid. file note dated 9 May 1963. 
21  See, for example, Ian Watson, et. al., Fragmented Futures. New challenges in working life, The 
Federation Press, Annadale, 2003, pp. 12 ff, for a brief discussion of the impact of global trends on 
the Australian labour market.
22  SROWA, WAGR Papers, CONS 1239, AN 260/2, Box 16, ‘Apprenticeship matters’. For a 
fuller analysis of disappearing trades at Midland, see B. Oliver, ‘ “Transforming labour” at the 
Westrail Workshops, Midland WA, 1940s to 1990s’ in B. Bowden & J. Kellett (eds), Transforming 
Labour. Work, Workers, Struggle and Change, Proceedings of the Eighth National Labour History 
Conference, Brisbane, Brisbane Labour History Association, 2003, pp. 247-252.
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Similarly, the tradesmen who had built and maintained steam locomotives were 
either retrained or retired. The number of steam locomotives being repaired in 
the Boiler Shop dropped from 185 in 1959/60 to five in 1970/71, whilst diesel 
locomotives and railcars increased in the same period from 108 to around 200.23

How did the tradesmen perceive these changes? According to some employees, 
three outcomes were: divisiveness, the change in status of different trades, and 
a general narrowing of opportunities for promotion. There had always been 
rivalry between trades, but the new technology created divisions within trades. 
Neil McDougall, who began as an apprentice fitter in 1961, recalled the fitting 
shop as being divided into half where fitters worked exclusively on diesels and 
half where they worked only on steam locomotives. ‘The old steam fitters didn’t 
want to know about [diesels]… [and] the young diesel fitters didn’t want to know 
about steam’.24 The difficulty was eventually overcome by the retirement or re-
training of all the ‘steam’ tradesmen. The fitters assumed the mantle of ‘kings’ – or 
top craftsmen – in the world of diesel engines, whilst the boilermakers, who had 
previously enjoyed that distinction, and blacksmiths became builders of bridge 
girders and rolling stock.25 Thus, the status of certain trades changed with the 
change of technology.

During the 1970s, according to boilermaker Stephen Smith, the railways 
began employing people who ‘didn’t come off the shop floor’, a policy that he 
believed resulted in increasing hostility between blue and white collar workers and 
a narrowing of opportunities for shop floor workers. 

As a tradesman, as a boilermaker, you would aspire to be … in 
charge of [a] small press … [then a] big press; boilermaker in 
charge of flanging fires; boilermaker in charge of the marking off 
table; shop foreman; sub foreman; foreman boilermaker, and boiler 
inspector. With the loss of steam, that sort of promotional structure 
disappeared and, all of a sudden, you could still go to sub foreman, 
foreman, but there wasn’t [sic] as many opportunities and there was 
the big push, I guess, with the bringing in of the young university 
trained engineers.26 

The ‘bringing in’ of engineers who had not been trained on the shop floor was part 
of a trend that had begun in the 1950s with major changes to the system of training 
trades apprentices. The Commonwealth-State Apprenticeship Inquiry, which was 
convened in 1952, primarily to discuss the means of training more tradesmen to 
meet actual and forecast skills shortages, made 89 recommendations, including a 
standardisation of the indenture system across Australia, by instituting ‘uniform 
legal requirements’ and ‘compulsory attendance at trade classes’. Exemption of a 
portion of the apprenticeship was offered to youths who had completed relevant 
studies before entering an apprenticeship.27 

23  Figures in Annual Reports of Maintenance of Machinery in various parts of the Workshops in the 
period 1959/60 to 1970/71, in WAGR Papers, file 66/2841m A3, vol. 1.
24  Neil McDougall, interviewed by Bonnie Mitchell, 12 March 2003, Midland Workshops History 
Project Archives (Battye Library Oral History collection – yet to be accessioned). 
25  Stephen Smith, interview transcript, p. 4.
26  Ibid. p. 20.
27  Report of the Commonwealth-State Apprenticeship Inquiry, pp. 4 ff, Noel Butlin Archives of 
Business & Labour, ANU, Canberra, AMWU Collection, Accession no. Z102, Box 513.
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While the 1952 Inquiry had, partly as a result of union pressure, especially from 
the AEU and other metal trades unions, maintained its commitment to a five-
year apprenticeship, with exceptions being made as shown above, in 1966, a 
Working Party into Apprenticeship and Training for Skill in the Metal, Electrical 
and Vehicle Building Trades, stressed the need for major changes. Their Report 
stated that, fundamentally, the conceptual basis of apprenticeship in Australia had 
remained unchanged since its inception. Although the private arrangements that 
characterised the UK system – the source of the Australian system – were subjected 
to ‘a paraphernalia of State regulation through Apprenticeship Authorities, and 
private training was supplemented by compulsory attendance at technical college’, 
until 1950s and 1960s apprenticeship method and system, including age of entry, 
length of term and occupations in which boys were apprenticed were subjected ‘to 
little scrutiny’. This was despite the fact that the general level of education had 
progressively improved, boys were staying at school longer, tertiary education had 
become more available, and technical college training had been introduced and 
greatly improved. Furthermore, the Report noted that:

[T]he security of trades status and its standard ceased to have the 
meaning it used to have as full employment had become an accepted 
political and economic fact of life, modern techniques and processes 
of production had rendered obsolete fine lines of craft demarcation, 
modern methods of distribution enabled spare parts for machinery 
to be available at short notice, vast new career opportunities had 
opened up, and occupational and geographic mobility were sought 
after by workers and required of a dynamic economy.28

Thus factors such as the perceived need to overcome perennial shortages in skilled 
trades and to address the fading attraction of trades apprenticeships to many young 
men, resulting partly from changing attitudes to work, the raising of the school 
leaving age, and the wider choices available to young people through extended 
and improved educational choices, played a significant role in re-shaping the 
indenture system. It is worth noting, however, that, in their introductory summary, 
quoted above, the Working Party identified the impact of the absence of the very 
factor that had made apprenticeships so attractive to Jack Emery’s generation – job 
security in a time of high unemployment. In the 1960s, the resource boom gave 
both employers and trade unions the confidence to continue believing that ‘full 
employment had become an accepted political and economic fact of life’. Later, 
when this was no longer the case, other economic factors had come into play that 
spelt the end of major public enterprises such as the Midland Government Railway 
Workshops.

According to many of the tradesmen who were trained during the period when 
these changes (shorter duration of apprenticeship with a greater emphasis on 
Technical College training) were being instituted, the selection of boys – as they 
all were until the late 1980s – who had completed their final year of high school 

28  Report of a Working Party into Apprenticeship and Training for Skill in the Metal, Electrical 
and Vehicle Building Trades, dated 18 March 1966, and presented at meeting on 14 April 1966 
in Melbourne, p. 2. The working party consisted of: Sir Henry Bland (Secretary of the Federal 
Government’s Department of Labour & National Service); A.E. Monk (President, ACTU), A.E. 
Horsburgh (AEU), J.B. Holmes (ASE), C. Dolan (ETU), and D.G.Fowler, G. Polites and H.H. 
Bishop, (representing relevant employer bodies including the Australian Chamber of Commerce).
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(Year 12), had some unfortunate results of the factory floor. Both the emphasis 
on recruiting apprentices who had completed high school and the shortening of 
the trade apprenticeship were greeted with scepticism by some tradesmen, who 
believed that ‘higher educational qualifications … weren’t necessarily ideally 
suited to the shop floor’ and ‘the smarter they were at school the more they 
thought they should be rewarded on the shop floor’.29 Comments such as these, 
however, take little account of the skill requirements imposed by the adoption of 
new technologies. Yet these changes had a less immediate effect on the decline and 
closure of the Workshops than a number of outside factors.

Master and apprentice.  Prior changes instituted in the 1960s, the training of apprentices had undergone 
little change since the beginning of the twentieth century.
 (Courtesy Midland Railway Workshops History Project)

The climate of change that contributed to the Workshops’ closure in 1994

By 1970, external factors, such as the mining boom in the North West, were 
impacting upon the Workshops. The report of Machine Shop Foreman, J.F. Jelly, 
for 1969/70 exemplifies a point reiterated by many foremen – the problem of 
getting and maintaining a workforce of qualified tradesmen;30 however, in this 
period, the reasons were quite different from the general shortages in the immediate 
post war period. According to Jelly, many of the tradesmen were ‘birds of passage’ 
who used the boom conditions as a ‘working holiday’ by travelling from state to 
state, picking up a job for a few months and then leaving to go elsewhere. Many 
were not experienced in railway work and could take over twelve months to settle 
in and become ‘versatile and thoroughly conversant’ with the work practices at 
Midland. He wrote:

Among the new tradesmen, recruited over the past three years, are 
a small percentage who have proved to be outstanding and fully 

29  Bob Wells, interviewed by Dick Noyelle, 17 January 2003, transcript p. 5.
30  This is a constant theme of Foremen’s reports in the post-war/early 1950s period.
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conversant with many classes of precision machine work, and 
should it become necessary to review staff in future years, these 
should be retained.31

Jelly recommended that management give consideration to introducing a system 
of individual reports on all workers, to be undertaken every 12-24 months, ‘as 
such reports could be useful and assist in retaining good tradesmen, who may not 
have seniority in their favour’.32 This, of course, was the very issue upon which the 
JRUC and management had disagreed so often in the inter- and post-war periods, 
as mentioned above. The unions argued that men should be promoted in order of 
seniority; management preferred to promote in order of merit, which inevitably 
meant sometimes selecting workers with less seniority than others with whom 
they were in competition. Jelly also suggested a ‘grading system for identifying 
first class tradesmen’, which would ‘serve to answer the contention of some union 
officials that all tradesmen must be equally competent because they receive the 
same wages’.33

Other major external factors that affected the Workshops and its employees 
were the technological advances that resulted in an overall reduction of the number 
of workers in manufacturing and related industries;34 the increased use of road 
transport, and privatisation. In Western Australia, the Liberal State Government of 
Charles Court (1974-1983) introduced a new land freight policy, which resulted 
in the closure of branch and suburban lines and required the WAGR – renamed 
‘Westrail’ in 1975 – to be commercialised and competitive.35 Under this policy the 
Workshops had not only to tender for ‘outside’ work, such as maintenance of iron 
ore trains belonging to the mining companies, which they had been undertaking 
up to this time, but also for government work, which previously had automatically 
come to them. The government even sent some specialist work, such as the 
maintenance of wagons, out to private companies.36 

An underlying factor in these sweeping changes was that, whatever their 
political persuasion, during the economic rationalisation of the 1980s, governments 
saw rail and public enterprise as uncompetitive, whilst road transport and private 
enterprise were hailed as the way of the future. Although purportedly instigated by 
the need to be more competitive in the global economy, these reforms were driven 
by an ideological commitment to breaking the power of industrial trades unions. 
Any such strategy was, according to Michael Crosby, aided by union complacency 
and a fall in the density of union membership from 50 per cent of workers in 1976 
to a gloomy prognosis of about 11 per cent in 2006.37 Actual Australian Bureau of 

31  J.F. Jelly, ‘Foreman Machine Shop, report 1969/70’ in WAGR papers, SROWA Accession no. 
CONS 5267, file 66/2841, A2. 
32  Ibid. my emphasis. Interestingly, these suggestions sound more like ‘management’ than ‘shop floor’.
33  Ibid.
34  See, for example, G. Bamber et. al. (eds), Employment Relations in the Asia-Pacific: Changing 
Approaches, Allen & Unwin, St. Leonards, 2000, in which Bamber and Edward M. Davies show (p. 
24) that, between 1981 and 1996, there was a decline in manufacturing employment from 23 per cent 
to 14 per cent of the workforce, whilst the service sector increased from 63 per cent to 72 per cent of 
the workforce.
35  R. Hartley, ‘Midland Junction Workshops: Mechanical Engineering and Government Policies’ in 
Bertola and Oliver, op. cit., p. 126. 
36  Lyla Elliott, ‘Derailed’: The Closure of the Midland Workshops’ in Ibid. p. 239.
37  See Michael Crosby, Power at Work. Rebuilding the Australian Union Movement,  Sydney,  
Federation Press, 2005, pp. 14-17 and Figure 2.4. 
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Statistics figures for 2004 show a national density of trade membership varying 
from a low 4.7 per cent in the agriculture, forestry and fishing sector to as high as 
52.3 per cent among electricity, gas and water supply employees.38 

Chris Briggs asserts that the era of hostility between governments and unions was 
triggered by the Fraser Government’s strategy of undermining union influence.

A state offensive led to a period of defensive centralism and 
incremental reforms during the apogee of Fraserism (1975-1980). 
Whereas post-war conservative governments generally tried to 
establish cordial relations with ‘responsible’ trade unions, the 
Fraser government actively sought to undermine union influence. 
The Fraser government pursued a ‘fight inflation first’ strategy, 
effectively superimposing its deflationary model onto the Australian 
economy, introduced successive rafts of legislation designed to 
reduce union rights and increase their exposure to legal sanctions and 
explored constitutional options to transfer wage-fixing powers to the 
Commonwealth government from the Australian Conciliation and 
Arbitration Commission’.39

Consequently, ‘Strike levels and over-award movement fell sharply’ and ‘white-
collar union federations and the ACTU set union amalgamation in motion’. This 
was a defensive union strategy to guard against ‘“attack from conservative forces 
in this country”.’40 

The joining together in 1971 of the Amalgamated Engineers and the Boilermakers’ 
Union into the Amalgamated Metal Workers Union (AMWU – subsequently the 
Australian Manufacturing Workers’ Union), may have fulfilled the aim of creating 
‘one big metal union’,41 but it minimised the distinctions and trade-based pride 
associated with being a boilermaker, a blacksmith, a fitter or turner, or an iron 
moulder, rather than being merely one of a generic group of ‘metal manufacturing 
trades’. Union amalgamations escalated throughout the 1980s, in what Peetz has 
described as, ‘The most visible manifestation of the Australian union movement’s 
response to the decline in union density’.42 In the decade 1986-1996, amalgamations 
reduced the number of Australian unions from 326 to 132, of which only 47 were 
federally registered.43 At the Midland Workshops, this resulted in the previous 
multiplicity of unions being reduced by the early 1990s to four: the Australian 
Services Union (ASU); the Amalgamated [later Australian] Manufacturing Workers 
Union (AMWU); the Communications, Electrical, Electronic, Energy, Information, 
Postal, Plumbing and Allied Workers Union of Australia, Engineering and Electrical 
Division, WA Branch (CEPU), and the Public Transport Union, subsequently the 
Rail, Tram and Bus Union, WA Branch (RT&BU).44

Ironically, these ‘super unions’ could not save the Workshops from being 

38  Cited in Ibid. Table 2.1, p. 20
39  C. Briggs, ‘The End of a Cycle? The Australian Council of Trade Unions in Historical 
Perspective’ in B. Ellem, et. al., eds, Peak Unions in Australia. Origins, Purpose, Power, Agency, 
Sydney, Federation Press, 2004, pp. 243-4.
40  Ibid. p. 244.
41  Oliver, Unity is Strength, p. 270. 
42  David Peetz, Unions in a Contrary World. The future of the Australian Trade Union Movement, 
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1998, p. 132. 
43  Ibid. p. 133.
44  These unions were all industry partners in the Midland Railway Workshops History Project. See fn. no. 54.
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closed. After a period of State Labor Government (1983-93), a second Court 
administration, this time led by the previous Premier’s son, Richard Court, came 
to office with an agenda of closing the railway workshops and a number of other 
industrial workplaces. There seems little doubt that the closure was driven by 
a powerful ideology of privatisation, in which the Workshops were accused of 
being ‘uncompetitive’.45 While the Court Government – and in particular its 
insensitive Minister for Transport, Eric Charlton – was an easy target for unionists 
and Labor supporters,46 however, many of the factors that would make the 
Workshops so vulnerable to closure resulted from decisions made in the previous 
decade by Court’s State Labor predecessors, as well as the Hawke Federal Labor 
administration. Changes to Federal Labor policies, influenced by the spread of 
economic rationalism, also impacted on the situation. R.J.L. (‘Bob’) Hawke, the 
charismatic past-President of the ACTU, led the ALP to power in 1983, after 
eight years in Opposition. The new Federal Labor government implemented the 
Accord, whereby unions promised industrial harmony in turn for a system of 
wage indexation; in short, the unions would not demand wage rises in excess of 
the cost of living. The ‘Accord’ was a divisive policy, especially among unions 
representing lower paid employees, but it was a powerful contributor to Labor’s 
electoral success, as the Fraser government had been dogged by industrial turmoil, 
centred on wage rates.47 While the Accord was seen by many as a ‘union taming’ 
instrument used by the Party to make Labor a more attractive alternative to a new 
electorate with a declining blue collar workforce, the unions stood to gain very 
little from the agreement. At the State level, the Trades and Labor Council of 
WA would find the Burke, Dowding and Lawrence Labor Governments (1983-
93) quite unsympathetic in disputes with major trans-national companies, such as 
Robe River Iron Ore and Peko Wallsend. In a climate where both sides of politics 
in Australia increasingly adopted ‘Thatcherite’ policies of economic rationalism, 
both State and Federal Labor governments in Australia appeared keener on 
providing efficient and acquiescent workforces than remaining true to their roots in 
upholding workers’ rights.48 It also marked a strong drive towards the privatisation 
of formerly public institutions.

Between 1972 and 1989, the wages staff at the Midland Workshops was 
reduced from 2,043 to 949, while the salaried staff, which had maintained fairly 
steady numbers during that period, dropped from 199 in 1990 to 119 in 1993.49 
Union pressure on the State Labor Government in the latter 1980s resulted in 
changes to the (Charles) Court Government strategy of forcing the WAGR to 
compete with private enterprise in tendering for its ‘own’ work, to the extent 
that Workshops employees were encouraged to form Participation Groups and to 
tender for ‘outside’ work as well as radically improving their own work practices 
in order to be more competitive. According to historian, Lyla Elliott, however, 

45  For a detailed analysis of this conclusion, see Eliott, ‘Derailed’, pp. 237 ff.
46  See, for example, C. Gosper, ‘The Closure of the WAGR Midland Workshops’, Papers in Labour 
History, no. 22: The Centenary of the ALP and the TLC in Western Australia, 1899-1999, December, 
1999, pp. 57-61.
47  B. Kelty, ‘The Accord. Industrial Relations in the Trade Union Movement’ in S. Ryan and T. 
Bramston (eds), The Hawke Government: A critical retrospective, North Melbourne, 2003, 328 ff.
48  Oliver, Unity is Strength, 347ff.
49  Figures obtained from Annual Reports of WAGR/Westrail, 1971-1993.
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these initiatives failed because they were not supported by senior management.50 
A 1989 restructure of the Westrail management resulted in the replacement of 
the CME’s position with the new post of General Manager of the Workshops. 
Most controversially, in 1990, the new appointee, Barry Henshaw, had previously 
been General Manager of a private firm, A. Goninan & Company, in New South 
Wales.51 In the era of economic rationalism, Goninans’ WA branch was in direct 
competition with the Workshops for heavy engineering contracts. Furthermore, 
the replacement of CME – a position traditionally held by Workshops-trained 
engineers, including the previously-mentioned three who had worked their way 
up from apprentice or junior worker to the top job – was an example of the 
adoption of a corporation model, whereby Chief Executives are selected for their 
management skills, rather than for extensive knowledge of the workplaces over 
which they preside. As it turned out, Henshaw’s job was to preside over, not a 
new ‘corporatised’ model of the Workshops, but its closure, which occurred on 4 
March 1994.

Numerous public protests, such as this one, made no impact on the government’s decision 
to close the Midland Government Railway Workshops in 1994.

(Courtesy Midland Railway Workshops History Project)

The closure and its aftermath

News footage and stills by reporters from the television channels and the West 
Australian recorded in graphic detail the announcement of the closure that occured 
on 28 April 1993, almost a year before the event actually took place. The enduring 
images are of shocked men sitting or standing about as the union officials made 
the announcement. Dave Hicks, an official of the AMWU, later spoke about the 

50  Lyla Elliott, ‘“Derailed”: The closure of the Midland Workshops’ in Bertola and Oliver, op. cit., 
pp. 239-41.
51  Ibid. p. 243.
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experience: ‘It was an absolute shock to those guys. And to see their faces on the 
day was not a pleasant sight. It was very emotional…’.52 Shock – even trauma 
– were emotions commonly expressed afterwards, and which were deeply felt 
by both blue and white collar workers. Rob Rowe, a sheet metal worker, who 
left on Christmas Eve 1993, said, ‘We [the Workshops] died the day I walked 
out, Christmas Eve – and the funeral was March the fourth, 1994 … I felt it was 
surreal. I’m walking out of here for the last time. I’m going to be one of the last 
official people ever.’53 Kevin Mountain, the timekeeper, ‘locked up and left’ on 
the last day. He went home and proceeded to wait for someone to ring and offer 
him his job back – so unable was he to come to terms with the fact of the closure. 
While some men souvenired their brass dockets, Kevin took a calculator and a 
bottle of ink, the symbols of his ‘trade’ as a member of the clerical staff.54 He had 
been employed at the Workshops for 42 years and knew no other workplace. Many 
described the news as ‘gut wrenching’. At least one employee is known to have 
committed suicide, immediately after the closure.55 There remains an unknown 
cost, which could include family or health breakdown, or premature death, related 
to the stigma of being ‘cast on the scrap heap’ as some expressed it.

Longer term impacts include the loss of business to the state and the reduction 
in training opportunities available to apprentices in the industrial trades. With 
regard to the loss of business, carriage contracts went to Queensland Rail, and other 
contracts, such as construction and repair of mining machinery and locomotives, 
have been channelled into private companies within Western Australia. But the 
biggest loss appears to be in the area of training opportunities for apprentices. 
According to John Mossenton, an official with the AMWU, only the largest private 
firms can offer an apprenticeship training of the scope provided by the WAGR 
Workshops and other large public companies, including the State Electricity 
Commission of Western Australia, which has also been dismantled and privatised. 
Mossenton stated to the author that few private companies have the incentive to 
train apprentices, and those who do so prefer to offer training in a narrow range 
of skills, suited only to their own business, rather than the breadth of knowledge 
that was acquired in the apprenticeships offered by the Railway Workshops. 
Consequently, graduates of these training schemes have fewer skills and limited 
opportunities of obtaining employment other industries.56 This trend may seem a 
particularly cruel irony to those who experienced the drive toward ‘multi-skilling’ 
in the 1970s, in which major companies sought workers who could be transferred 
easily from one part of operations to another. It might be relatively easy to dismiss 
these claims as a refusal by ‘blue collar’ union officials to adjust to an era in which 
the need for a skilled blue workforce is declining,57 except that there remains the 

52  Dave Hicks, interviewed by Sarah Tonkin. For an excerpt of this interview, see track 7 of G. 
Harris, producer, Westrail Midland Workshops Oral History Project, CD, Murdoch University, 2001.
53  Cited in N. Ellis & C. Smyth, Midland Railway Workshops. A history in pictures 1904-1994, 
Perth, St. George Press, 2004, p. 96. 
54  Ibid. p. 94; also Kevin Mountain, interviewed by Ricki Barnes, Westrail Midland Workshops Oral 
History Project CD, track 2.
55  Gosper, ‘The Closure of the WAGR Midland Workshops’, p. 58.
56  John Mossenton, AMWU official, telephone conversation with the author, 13 June 2006.
57  Australian Bureau of Statistics figures show that while the males employed in construction 
sector, for example, decreased from 493,300 (13 per cent of the male workforce of 3.8 million) to 
462,900 (11 per cent of the male workforce of 4.2 million) between 1976 and 1986, the number and 
percentage employed in community services increased from 322,500 (8.5 per cent of the workforce) 
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evidence that Australia now faces a serious shortage of skilled labour.
There seems little doubt that the current shortage of skilled trades people is 

linked to the close of major public enterprises, such as the Midland Workshops, that 
trained hundreds of apprentices per annum. Ironically, the federal government’s 
solution is the same one adopted in the post-war era – to encourage skilled 
immigration, rather than facilitate accredited, adequate and appropriately funded 
training schemes for Australian youth. According to Mossenton, there has been 
a 28 per cent drop in metal trades apprentices in recent years, and, of those who 
begin apprenticeships, as many as 50 per cent fail to finish – often because they 
cannot survive on wages as low as seven dollars an hour.58 While the author has 
been unable to substantiate these figures, Mossenton’s analysis appears to be 
confirmed by the findings of Watson et. al., who state that, during the 1990s, the 
agenda for training ‘reform’ commenced by the unions in the previous decade to 
make the ‘system of skill formation’ more accessible, was ‘dramatically recast’.

The weakening of established apprenticeship systems for trades 
training was used by advocates of market regulation to establish in 
its place a training market. Whereas the 1980s training agenda had 
been directed at opening up skills to a broader range of people, the 
1990s were more concerned with introducing market principles into 
the operation of skill formation … In practice, life-long learning 
has come to mean that workers are obliged to retrain according to 
the changing skills needs of their employers, with responsibility 
for this learning resting firmly on the shoulders of individuals 
… In summary, during the 1990s, the key responsibility for skill 
formation shifted from employers to individual workers, with the 
government’s role largely reduced to that of a conduit for funds.59

Furthermore:
Organisational restructuring and work intensification have eliminated 
most of the quiet times which used to be part of the normal working 
day, the time when workers enhanced their skills by learning new 
techniques, as well as sharing knowledge with their colleagues.60

The Federal Government’s List of Skills in Demand is another, independent source that 
indicates the employment areas where greatest shortages are occurring. In Western 
Australia in March 2006, these included several of the trades once trained at the Midland 
Workshops: Metal Fitter – ‘especially for fitters with heavy duty plant experience to 
work in the resources sector’61; Metal Machinist; Toolmaker; Precision Instrument 
Maker and Repairer; Metal Fabricator; Sheetmetal Worker, and Carpenter and Joiner. 

In March 2004, a decade after the Workshops closure, the Midland Workshops 
History Project62 staged an exhibition at Midland. Among the memorabilia and 

to 1,173,000 (28 per cent). Australian Bureau of Statistics, The Labour Force Australia 1976-80 and 
The Labour Force Australia 1981-89. Consequently, traditionally less unionised occupations are 
increasing in numbers, whilst highly unionised occupations are decreasing. 
58  Mossenton, op. cit.
59  Watson, et. al., Fragmented Futures, p. 154.
60  Ibid.
61  Australian Government, Department of Employment and Workplace Relations, Skills in Demand 
Lists: States and Territories, 2006, PDF, p. 26.
62  This Australian Research Council-funded project (2000-2004) collected interviews, documents 
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photographs related to the closure and the campaigns that preceded it, the display 
included a book in which people could write their reactions. Many wrote of being 
‘shattered’ by the closure, of being ‘still angry’, of ‘sadness’ experienced for 
themselves and the Midland community. Most frequently expressed, however, 
were comments about the loss of training for young people. ‘Such a good place for 
training’; ‘[The apprentices learned] skills they couldn’t get anywhere else’. Max 
Palmer, a coppersmith, wrote that, ‘the state still suffers form the mistake of its 
closure’. Indeed, the evidence supports his contention. To return to the point made 
at the beginning of this chapter, the closure of the Midland Government Railway 
Workshops and the subsequent shortage of workers trained in the trades practised 
there shows that ‘they can take a trade off you’ – or at least deny many of today’s 
young people the opportunity of gaining one.

and other materials from past employees of the Workshops and disseminated the research gathered in 
a range of media including books, papers, a DVD and a web page. 



Printers and New Technology around 1980:  
an Age Proof Reader’s View

Val Noone

Drawing on a shop steward’s notes and relevant secondary sources, this chapter 
gives a view from the grass roots of trade union responses to major technological 
change in the newspaper industry around 1980. The chapter sketches the changing 
role of the reading room in the newspaper production process and outlines some 
actions of a group of proof readers at the Age. The chapter concludes with 
reflections on the continuing relevance of the issues at stake.

This chapter offers a view from the grass roots of trade union response to major 
technological change in the newspaper industry. It draws on my memories as 
a member of the Printing and Kindred Industries’ Union (PKIU), as well as on 
relevant minutes, notes and cuttings which I collected as an elected union delegate 
at the time.1 While this research is based on one group of workers in one workplace 
over one decade, it seeks to relate that local story to the global struggle over the 
repercussions of new technology.

Technology can develop in many different directions and trade unions are 
right to seek to intervene in decisions about which way technology is to be used. 
Lucas Aerospace union leader Mike Cooley asserted that ‘science and technology 
derive from the social structures they serve, they are not ideologically neutral.’ 
James Galloway and the stone masons of 1856 would have agreed with that. 
Nicholas Fox has recently argued that there is a long history from William Blake 
and the Luddites to the arts and craft movement to Rachel Carson and today’s 
environmental movements, a living stream of people who question whether new 
and complicated machinery always represents a step forward.2 As C.S. Lewis 
once remarked, what we call human power over nature ‘turns out to be a power 
exercised by some humans over other humans with Nature as its instrument’.3 

With this global frameworkin mind, I will now concentrate on one workplace 
in the years 1977-1986. At that time I was a night-shift assistant proof reader (and 
for one year a proof reader) at a Melbourne daily newspaper, the Age.4 During 
those years I was, at times, shop steward, assistant clerk of the chapel and union 
board-of-management delegate. The name chapel means union branch and is 
derived from the early days of printing which, some five hundred years ago, was 

1  Files marked ‘PKIU’ in the possession of the author. I wish to thank Mary Doyle for comments on 
an earlier draft of this chapter.
2  Nicholas Fox, Against the Machine: the Hidden Luddite Tradition in Literature, Art and Individual 
Lives, Washington, Island Press, 2002.
3  Ruan Maund, ‘Is there a machine after your job?’, Age, 7 February 1981. This was a review of 
Mike Cooley, Architect of Bee: the human-technology relationship, and Joan Greenbaum, In the 
Name of Efficiency: Theory and Shopfloor Practice in Data Processing Work.
4  I worked at the Age from April 1977 to August 1986. 
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often done in monasteries: the head of a printing union branch is known as the 
father of the chapel. I was also an occasional member of the union’s team during 
the negotiations with the company.

The following paragraphs draw on shared experiences of former workmates 
and trade union colleagues, too many to name here. When I was a child, my 
grandfather, George Noone, a compositor, got me started by giving me a printer’s 
set of proportionally spaced rubber stamps of the alphabet. My father, Mick Noone, 
who trained as a blacksmith but, as a result of technological change, adapted to 
being a maintenance fitter, kindled my trade union outlook. When I first joined the 
PKIU, Brian Smiddy, then an organiser with the union, gave me two books on the 
history of the printers’ union which helped educate me. And Abie Amaterstein, 
former compositor at the Age, gave me many valuable leads towards understanding 
the complicated politics of the Melbourne labour movement. 

Saturday classifieds the key

Let us begin at about two o’clock on a Friday afternoon in 1977 in the four-
storey Age building on the corner of Spencer and Lonsdale Streets, Melbourne. 
A day shift of a few hundred consisting of phone-room typists, journalists, 
administrators, editors, managers, compositors, printers, proof readers, photo-
engravers, stereotypers, galley pullers, cleaners, canteen staff, dispatchers and so 
on have been working all day on tomorrow’s newspaper and also next week’s 
newspapers. They will continue working until, say, five o’clock.

The building will soon swell to bursting point as a couple of hundred night 
shift workers join the above workforce at various stages of the afternoon. This 
extra effort on Friday in preparation for the Saturday Age is the climax of the week 
at the newspaper which boasted that their Saturday publication was the largest 
edition in the English-speaking world of classified advertising on a single day.

The 60-plus male proof readers who come into what was called the Reading 
Room at 2 pm, join the day shift of 30 male and female proof readers. Well, they 
are not all proof readers: about half of them are assistant proof readers who in that 
year were starting at $183.40 per week rising to $189.40 after six months while 
proof readers properly so called were earning about $30 more than that. 

On Friday the night shift have come in for a couple of hours’ pre-shift overtime. 
With that, some post-shift overtime on Thursday (all Saturday classifieds) and 
taking in night penalty rates, a proof reader or an assistant had a modestly well 
paying semi-skilled job. They worked a five-day week on a six-day roster: that is, 
the paper came out each day except Sunday so the Reading Room worked every 
night except Saturday. Readers were thus rostered off Saturday and one other night 
on a rotating pattern.

Working in pairs at desks with high insulated sides to muffle the noise, the 
assistants will read aloud about ten proofs, or galleys as they are called, per hour 
to the readers who will make the correction marks on the proofs. During the shift, 
friendly readers will swap around and read back to the assistant. And, after an 
assistant had gained some respect in the place, the same readers will let them mark 
a proof for them, although, if some major error went through to the press, the 
reader had to take responsibility.

When I started in late April 1977, the head reader, or foreman of both shifts in 
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the reading room was Bernie Carroll who had been president of the PKIU in 1960-
62. He was popular and when he died in May 1986 his Requiem was well attended 
by reading room staff. On that first day, Bernie pointed out the round table in the 
middle of the reading room with spikes for proofs on a rotating central shelf and 
carefully explained that that was called the revising table. There, he said, reliable 
assistants worked on checking revised proofs, that is proofs that have had their 
corrections done. In a few years, maybe five at the most, I would be eligible to do 
that work and earn a few extra dollars, he said. 

The Friday work, like most in the reading room, was often boring and repetitive. 
A typical shift would consist of six hours’ proof reading classified advertisements 
and two hours of proof reading News and Features, while overtime was mostly 
classifieds. Houses For Sale and Used Cars were the two biggest categories but 
there were a dozen others classifications.

Driving the production of the printed newspaper were a couple of score of 
highly paid typesetters working on linotype machines: they worked at piece rates 
per line of lead type they set. The aristocrats of the printing industry and union-
minded, they were known as the piece battery. Their special keyboards were not 
qwerty ones, and their output was known as hot metal. In their day, in the 1890s, 
linotype machines had been new technology and had reduced the number of hand 
compositors employed by the Age from 120 to 44.5 The big change coming was 
that their machines were about to become museum pieces – no firm was making 
new ones.

While the linotype operators were, in a way, the engine room of the place, the 
fuel supply came from the Phone Room where expert typists, all women, took 
down classified advertisements over the telephone. They were not in the printers’ 
union but, partly because of the printers’ craft snobbery and partly because of 
political differences in earlier decades, they were members of the Victorian 
Printers’ Operatives Union (VPOU). 

Although the Australian printers’ union had in the 1920s moved to include 
semi-skilled members under the same union, still the PKIU had the strengths and 
weaknesses of a craft union. And also in the VPOU were the stereotypers and 
press hands who did the actual printing. PKIU members shared the canteen with 
stereotypers and journalists and phone-room typists and press operators. There 
was on paper but dormant a grand chapel, a combined shop stewards committee, 
which in the coming years would gain fresh life.

Two non-proof reader Reading-Room staff known as bulk hands sorted and 
allotted the proofs for the assistants to collect. Due to obscure margin payments 
their tiny sub-classification would become a tricky issue in the working out of new 
technology arrangements.

Proof readers in the newspaper industry were themselves in an exceptional 
category. In a classic printing house, proof readers would be compositors who 
had developed the appropriate skills and who would command a compositor’s 
wage. (In the 1970s a compositor could be a hand compositor, a machine operator 
or a cold metal worker. For the PKIU it meant technically a tradesman who had 
completed an apprenticeship, but exceptions were made.) In newspapers, proof 

5  J. Hagan, Printers and Politics: a History of the Australian Printing Unions 1850-1950, Canberra, 
ANU Press with PKIU, 1966, p. 104; R.T. Fitzgerald, The Printers of Melbourne: the History of a 
Union, Melbourne, Pitman and PKIU, 1967, pp. 76-77.
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readers were not required to be compositors and were paid less. In the Age reading 
room there were, as it turns out, two proof readers who were qualified tradesmen 
compositors, Tom Sharland and Val Bohner. Proof readers at the Age came from 
a wide variety of backgrounds and most were, like many printers, self-educated 
and well read.

In 1977, when hot metal was still the main production method, proof readers 
and their assistants were a crucial, semi-skilled ingredient in the printing of those 
classified advertisements which were so essential to the success of the Age. There 
were 59 proof readers employed at May that year and 39 at August 1985 in addition, 
in each case, to a couple of staff hands. According to union note books, 90 people 
worked night-shift in the Age reading room over the years 1977-86.

Hot metal, TTS and bromides

Already the proofs gave evidence of the changing technology. Some galleys of 
hot metal came with TTS in the header slug – a slug was a line of type, usually in 
12-point Roman capitals, with the name of the operator who set it so that it could 
go back to him, and to guard against the piece workers slacking on accuracy. TTS 
stood for teletypeset, meaning that those lines of lead type had been generated on 
an automated linotype machine into which had been fed ticker tape generated on 
teleprinter qwerty keyboards. In 1977 strange errors, especially in letter spacing 
and hyphenation, occurred frequently in the TTS galleys.

Also coming in for correction were advertising proofs on photographic paper, 
called bromides, which were typed on the same teleprinter keyboards but the tape 
had been fed into a photographic typesetter known a Photon from its brand name. 
The Photon’s output, though paper and not from metal, was known as cold metal. 
Such bromides were to be cut and pasted face up into make-up pages, unlike the 
hot metal which was placed in reverse into a frame on the composing floor.

Printing technology was already changing. Within the following fifteen or so 
years operators of visual display units (VDUs) with spell-checking software would 
make proof readers redundant and the reading room would be gone along with 
the piece battery, the composing floor, the stereotypers and letter-press operators. 
There were signs that a craft was dying but its exponents and allied semi-skilled 
workers were not sure exactly what was coming, when or how.

Nonetheless, on such a Friday night in 1977, there was an air of normalcy. While 
the night shift was based on a shift spread over the hours of 5.30 pm to 1.30 am, 
the longstanding practice in the newspaper industry was that the workers, PKIU, 
VPOU, AJA and others would work fast, although not too fast, you understand, in 
order to get the paper out on time. Management hoped to have the first edition off 
the press about midnight. (Unlike today, certain advertisements could be placed up 
to hours before press time: now, with computers, copy is closed earlier.) Thus, if the 
paper ‘went to bed’ on time, some of the workers, depending on the workload, could 
go home early. In 1977, on Friday night it was the custom that four workers could 
go at about 8.30 and the others, all except half a dozen, would leave an hour or so 
before their official knock off time yet still be paid for the whole shift. PKIU shop 
stewards in the reading room, David Nobbs and Vic Lees, had control of the rosters 
for nights off, for overtime, for holidays and for cuts (the opportunities to knock off 
early). There was a strong tradition of worker control in the printing industry.
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The Age, which had been founded by the Cooke brothers in 1854, and was run 
for many years by David and Ebenezer Syme, had a liberal reputation. It had 
supported the Eureka miners and the managing director of David Syme & Co 
Limited in 1977, Ranald Macdonald, along with editor Graham Perkin, continued 
some of that tradition. Though tough in negotiations, they gave careful attention 
to maintaining good relations with the unions and pursued a personnel relations’ 
policy that included annual Christmas parties for the workers and their families. 

Among the workers there was a tradition of family loyalty to the company. 
Proof reader Ted Farquharson’s father and grandfather had both worked at the 
Age. Deputy head reader Jack Cornish had a daughter working in the phone room. 
Proof reader Ernie Edsall had married into the family of a former head printer. 
Norm Mitchell, bulk hand extraordinaire and organiser of the work flow each 
night, was the great grandson of one of the compositors hired by David Syme 
himself. The senior men said that such traditions were on the way out.

Classified advertisements were the company’s bread and butter and the 
most important production objective each week was the Saturday paper. Thus, 
management at the Age moved more slowly on technological change than 
many other metropolitan newspapers around the world because they needed 
a computerised system adequate to the pressure of their huge load of classified 
advertisements. They were also keen to avoid any industrial action that would 
disrupt their daily production.

New technology was news

During those years changes in technology were constantly in the news both in 
Australia and around the world. The waterfront and the telecommunications 
industries were prominent but so too was printing. Newspapers put before readers 
some of the technical matters as well as the industrial issues involved in the 
changes.6 Disputes in England and USA were reported in Australia.7 Among the 
issues covered were philosophical aspects of the technology itself, and practical 
matters such as risks associated with visual display terminals.8 These matters 
intersected with continuing issues such as night shift strain9 and new ones such 
as legionnaire’s disease.10 The latter came to attention in Philadelphia but was 

6  From my 6 cm-high folder of cuttings, for example, ‘Share work, press unions told’, Age, 4 August 
1977. Kerry O’Shea, ‘Report gives thumbs down on semi-skilled training courses’, Financial Review, 
23 October 1980. ‘Videotex prophet is now being honoured’, Age, 26 March 1985. ‘3000 businesses 
and 100,000 employees: PATEFA special report’, and ‘Incredible advances in printing technology’, 
Australian, 9 June 1981. ‘Printers who can do it in any language’, Australian, 4 September 1984. Peter 
Maher, ‘Herald WT provision for new production technology’, Financial Review, 28 November 1978.
7  Garry Barker, ‘Fear stalks Fleet Street’, Herald, 18 October 1978; and ‘Editors sit alone in the 
paper war’, Herald, 11 December 1978. ‘The silent newsroom’, Newsweek, 13 August 1979. 
Margaret Jones, ‘Signs of change of heart by Fleet Street printing unions’, Age, 12 January 1981. Dan 
Van der Vat, ‘Mourning times’, Age, 14 January 1981. Compare Chip Berlet, ‘Union busting at the 
Washington Post’, Win, vol xiii no 20 (9 June 1977); ‘Four unions join NY press strikers’, Guardian 
(New York), 6 September 1978. 
8  E.C. Bennett, ‘Beware the mighty VDT’, Age, 27 March 1979, p. 32. Rosalie Bertell, ‘The 
health hazards of video display terminals’, Environmental Health Review (Canada), vol. 26, no. 
1 (March 1982), pp. 3-5. Brian Abbey, ‘Hidden meanings: what the VDT manual didn’t tell you’, 
New Journalist, n.d., paper presented to the 22nd Biennial Conference of the Library Association of 
Australia. Andrew Tilt, ‘Tasmanian study of VDU operators’, Age, 26 July 1980. Ken McGregor, 
‘$1.5m VDT order goes to Sydney company’, Financial Review, 4 August 1978. 
9  Sally Gibson, ‘The strain of shift work tells on families,’ Age, 11 May 1981, p. 1. ‘Shift work a 
hazard: US survey’, Herald, 27 December 1978.
10  For example, Ann Westmore, ‘There’s a killer in town and it might be lurking in your air-
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found in nearby city buildings in Melbourne such as Telecom, which led to chapel-
instigated and company-supported investigations and repairs at the Age. For its 
125th anniversary in 1979 the company produced a book which it presented to 
each employee.11 Senior sub-editor John Kiely wrote a piece in the newspaper 
mourning the passing of hot metal and the attendant craft.12

In addition to news coverage, technological change in the printing industry 
also received scholarly treatment in subsequent years. In a 1988 collection of 
essays about Australian labour processes, Evan Willis published a response to the 
foundation work of Harry Braverman.13 Drawing on the writings of Karl Marx, 
Paul Baran and Paul Sweezy, Braverman, a skilled copper-working tradesman, 
opposed sociologists such as Daniel Bell who said that this was a ‘post-industrial’ 
era. Braverman had firmly brought the discussion of technological innovation and 
workplace change back to a context of labour value and capitalist accumulation. 
The Willis collection accepted Braverman’s context while marshalling evidence 
about gaps in his book.

In the Willis volume, Rosslyn Reed, a sociologist at the University of Technology 
Sydney, wrote an informative study of technological change at the Age with a 
passing mention of the reading room.14 Reed noted similar overall characteristics 
at the Age to those mentioned above. However, one of Reed’s central conclusions 
concerns gender issues. In her view, the PKIU unlike New Zealand unions 
‘bargained consistently in ways which excluded female workers from production’. 
This was changing in the 1980s and it seems that Reed concluded her study before 
the full implications of the changes were clear.

There have been many relevant Australian studies of technological change 
and trade unions. Ted Bennett, federal secretary of the PKIU, wrote an important 
study of these matters in 1979. Bennett had been the key union representative in 
the turning-point 1977 Cahill case which is discussed below.15 One of Bennett’s 
main conclusions was that printers alone could not solve such problems as arise 
with the new technology but that Government intervention was needed. In contrast 
to Bennett’s caution about the effects of new technology, two years later K.H. 
McDonald wrote a positive account of changes at Brisbane’s Courier-Mail.16 Bill 
Mansfield of the telecommunications union wrote a 1981 essay that accepted the 
general trend in technological change but drew attention to the need for improved 
redundancy protection and amalgamation of small unions.17 Ray Markey and G. 
Larcombe have emphasised the leadership role played by white collar unions in 

conditioning’, Herald, 14 March 1979. Barbara Ehrenreich and Peter Biskind, ‘Legionnaire’s disease: 
autopsy of the investigation’, Seven Days, 13 October 1978, pp. 22-24.
11  Geoffrey Hutton and Les Tanner (eds), 125 Years of the Age, Melbourne, Nelson, 1979.
12  John Kiely, ‘Tears from a stone’, Age, 11 May 1979.
13  Evan Willis (ed.), Technology and the Labour Process: Australasian Case Studies, Sydney, Allen 
& Unwin, 1988. Harry Braverman, Labour and Monopoly Capital, New York, Monthly Review 
Press, 1974. Compare also Paul Sweezy, Harry Magdoff and Bobby Ortiz (eds), Technology, the 
Labor Process and the Working Class, a special issue of Monthly Review, vol. 28, no. 3 (July-August 
1976), which has essays by Barbara Ehrenreich and others with a commentary by Harry Braverman.
14  Rosslyn Reed, ‘From hot metal to cold type printing technology’, pp. 33-50 in Willis, op cit.
15  E.C. Bennett, New Technology and the Australian Printing Industry, Sydney, PKIU, 1979.
16  K.H. McDonald, ‘Producing classified advertising: a case study of the benefits of new printing 
technology’, in Ashley W. Goldsworthy (ed.), Technological Change: Impact of Information 
Technology 1981, Canberra, Australian Government Publishing Service, 1981, pp. 146-151.
17  Bill Mansfield, ‘Technological change and the trade unions’, pp. 146-177 in Gareth Evans, John 
Reeves, Justin Malbon (eds), Labour Essays 1981, Melbourne, Drummond, 1981.
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Australia in facing up to technological developments.18 They also note that those 
unions whose members have high levels of skill, a remark that applies, in general, 
to the PKIU, have made the best gains.

Overseas studies have also been relevant. Andrew Zimbalist has argued that 
even the most successful trade union efforts in North America have been able to 
delay new technology, protect some jobs and obtain good redundancy payments, 
but no more.19 In passing Zimbalist claims that linotype work was more exhausting 
than the old hand composition and that TTS work was more routinised than 
linotyping. Reflecting on the seriousness of the ultimate capitulation of strong 
unions, Zimbalist pointed to the need for wider social change. Such thoughts 
came to the minds of some compositors at the Age. Jim Thomas, former clerk of 
the chapel, for instance, took a redundancy payment and invested in an organic 
fruit and vegetable farm. In the 1970s and 1980s, the example of the workers at 
the British arms industry giant, Lucas Aerospace, featured in many publications 
around the world because they challenged their industry with plans drawn up by 
workers’ groups, and because they invented alternative products, for example, 
new hospital equipment.20 

Redundancies and re-training

In returning to our discussion of how Age proof readers reacted to technological 
change it is important to emphasise a major development which occurred in 
Sydney in 1976-77 and which changed the newspaper industry around Australia. 
In the latter half of 1976 there was a bitter 60-day strike at Fairfax in Sydney with 
a confrontation between militant unionists and pickets against police and some 
other workers. Then came an arbitration ruling from Justice Cahill in the NSW 
Industrial Commission in 1977 (no. 114 of 1977). Despite the printers’ claims 
to control entry of all copy to the computer, the ruling led to the PKIU accepting 
computerised typesetting and surrendering control.21 This meant that journalists 
and phone-room typists could input copy directly into the typesetting system. 
The PKIU retained control over advertisements or news stories that came into the 
newspaper on paper: such material became known as hard copy. There were some 
disputes about television programs and tipping panels in the racing pages. But this 
meant that Victorian and other branches faced a daunting precedent and had to 
accept early defeat on a central issue.

In 1978, as the newspaper section of the Victorian branch of the PKIU began 
a round of negotiations with the Newspaper Publishers Association (NPA), proof 
readers’ assistants in the Age reading room began their own small-scale organising. 
On 1 December 1978, the union representative called an informal meeting for 4 
pm Sunday afternoon in the canteen before work started at 5.30. To announce 
the meeting, on the Friday, when most of the staff were present, he used a PPR, 

18  Ray Markey with G. Larcombe, The Trade Union Response to Technological Change in Australia, 
Sydney, UNSW Press, 1983.
19  Andrew Zimbalist, ‘Technology and the labour process in the printing industry’, pp. 103-126 in 
Andrew Zimbalist (ed.), Case Studies on the Labour Process, New York, Monthly Review Press, 1979. 
20  Mark West, ‘Lucas Aerospace: the workers’ alternative’, Tribune, 7 May 1980, interview with 
Mike Cooney and Mike Cooley of the Lucas Combine Committee in England who were in Sydney 
for a conference on new technology organised by the Transnational Co-operative. ‘Lucas workers 
show the way’, Transnational Brief, March 1980.
21  Reed, op cit, p. 44.
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that is a hand-written notice: the initials stand for Please Pass Round. Through 
such methods the group managed to raise their demands at the chapel and later 
at the newspaper section as a whole. One unexpected bonus was that the father 
of the chapel at Herald and Weekly Times, Ken Kibblewhite, was himself a proof 
reader.22 Over the ten years considered in this chapter, a number of proof readers 
served as union delegates and pursued the interests of the reading room at chapel 
meetings, negotiations with management and so on. They include the following 
whose names appear on chapel documents: Chris Amos, Alex Charles, Geoff 
Gaylard, Vic Giller, Sue Gibson, Vic Lees, John Lowry, Paul Miles, David Nobbs, 
Val Noone, Len Paulson, Gunnar Svalbe, and Jane Watson.

The major official development in the course of the ten years under discussion 
was the signing on 10 July 1979 of an agreement between the PKIU (Victorian 
branch) and the Melbourne Metropolitan Daily Newspapers. Reed summed it up:

Guarantees of ‘lifetime’ employment were given for permanent 
employees as at 31 October 1978, together with provision for 
compensation for earnings forgone by former full-time linotype 
piecework operators and provisions for voluntary redundancy on an 
age basis with compensation for lost earnings …

At the same time, and in line with the PKIU preference for protection 
of jobs rather than ‘golden handshakes’ to leave the industry, other 
concessions were negotiated, such as progressive reductions in hours 
to 37-hour week (36 hours night work), an additional three days 
annual leave and increased time for authorized chapel meetings and 
trade union training.23

Thus, job protection was nominally gained at the same time that comparatively 
good redundancy payments were gained: the piece battery were major beneficiaries. 
Over the coming years, especially at times of log negotiations, details of this 
agreement would be contested and clarified. This process was helped by the 
election of former Age father of chapel Kevin Davis as a PKIU organiser in June 
1982. Drawing on annual reports, Reed argued that following the introduction of 
computerised photocomposition, ‘profit in 1983-84 increased by 100.5 per cent 
and in 1984-85 by 259.8 per cent’.

In the seven years following the New Technology Agreement (NTA), Age 
management offered redundancies intermittently and in small numbers. Many 
workers experienced mixed feelings, partly wanting the redundancy for the 
opportunity of a lump sum payment and partly not wanting it for the sake of 
continuing employment in a secure job.

In 1980 the readers’ assistants took further steps to see that they were given 
fair treatment in a agreement which initially seemed biased towards the tradesmen 
and in particular the piece operators. This was the year of the national journalists’ 
strike over visual display terminals. Among other things, this signalled to the 
PKIU how deep the change was. In August the first of only two issues appeared 
of a photocopied newssheet called The Reader’s Ass. This grew out of the 
PPRs regarding technological change that had been proliferating for some three 

22  PPR 1 Dec 1978, PPR 4 Dec 1978, PPR 5 Dec 1978. I was the union delegate at the time.
23  Reed, op cit, pp. 45-46.
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years. The name for the newssheet grew out of a standard pun on the common 
abbreviation for a reader’s assistant. Ron Gordon, a photocompositor, helped with 
its production. Its publication enabled the Age reading room to link up with the 
HWT readers, with Don Gunn from there being a contributor to The Reader’s Ass. 
While the third issue was being prepared developments at chapel level happened 
so quickly that it was easier and more effective to return to PPRs as the medium 
of communication and tool of organisation. In general, The Reader’s Ass and the 
PPRs had the effect of empowering readers and readers’ assistants to pursue their 
issues at chapel and union level.24

The readers’ assistants put a lot of effort into gaining representation on the 
new technology re-training committee, a formal body set up under the terms of 
the agreement. Roy Garner, a News Limited proof reader from Sydney who was 
rendered redundant by the new technology, advised the Melbourne group that 
‘all this talk about retraining is bullshit’.25 Despite that, two readers’ assistants, 
Peter Krause and myself, were given time off and free tuition for a course in 
computerised typesetting at the College of Graphic Arts. 

The difference in pay rates between proof readers and proof readers’ assistants 
was, naturally, of interest to the assistants. Because of the NTA there was not the 
turnover of the workforce of earlier years. This meant that people of my seniority 
and lower had been assistants for eight or nine years. Nor was there any more casual 
revising work with its higher rates of pay. Reclassification to reader would mean 
extra pay on a weekly basis, and that would translate into larger compensation 
payments should we take redundancy. So, around 1984, the readers’ assistants 
started negotiating and agitating to be reclassified. On 21 September 1984 a PPR 
reported that Michael MacGeorge, head of industrial relations for the Age, and Fred 
Nelson, state secretary of the PKIU, informed us that no such reclassification was 
possible. However, around this time Fred Nelson took up the assistants’ case. By 9 
October 1984 agreement was reached that once the log of claims negotiations were 
over, the readers’ assistants would be reclassified. The reclassification finally went 
through on 9 December 1985. Two assistants on special duties, Norm Mitchell and 
Con Raft, the bulk hands, did not gain this reclassification and indeed, in February 
1984, when a wage increase was paid, the company absorbed their rise under their 
existing small margins. The chapel and union took this up with the company and 
achieved parity for them.

Through the upheavals of those years, the Age chapel and the Victorian 
newspaper section of the PKIU showed signs of renewed vigour. The grand chapel 
was reactivated at the Age in 197826; the chapel made fresh links with the Sydney 
branch, the log of claims was pursued vigorously each year, the former photo-
engravers amalgamated with the PKIU, and in 1985 Ian Wenham took over from 
Fred Nelson as state secretary. Votes from the Age were sufficiently important to 

24  The Reader’s Ass, no. 1, 17 August 1980, 4pp. typed and photocopied, authorised by Val Noone, 
PKIU member, Reading Room, The Age, Melbourne. The Reader’s Ass, no. 2, 14 October 1980.
25  My notes of a conversation in Sydney with Roy Garner 1 July 1979. On that trip I also met John 
Myrtle who had made a serious study of the Sydney newspaper industry. See John Myrtle, ‘The 1967 
Sydney newspaper strike’, paper for Media Studies course, Department of Government, University 
of Sydney, 1976; and ‘Automation at John Fairfax’, BA Hons thesis, Department of Government, 
University of Sydney, 1976.
26  Report of Kevin Davis to PKIU Victorian branch AGM, 1979.
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Wenham that he wrote a letter of thanks to a shop steward after his victory.27

The winning of re-classification for readers’ assistants and the bulk hands 
followed by the election of a new union secretary make a convenient point to 
conclude this account of technological change in the Age reading room. The 
company gradually offered more redundancies and in 1986 I took one. Stories 
about colourful characters among the workers deserve attention on another 
occasion, as does an account of what happened to the PKIU members after 1986, 
both those who left and those who stayed.

Timeless lessons

While the computerised technology which newspaper owners brought into the 
industry was new and, in many respects, brilliant, the above case study of the Age 
reading room confirms longstanding humanist beliefs that every worker is worth 
more than a pot of gold and that in union there is strength.

The group of readers and readers’ assistants who took up the new technology 
issue soon identified inter-union differences as a barrier to progress.28 The first 
issue of The Reader’s Ass recognised the strengths of the craft tradition but saw 
problems. In the course of the new technology campaigns the PKIU and the 
Australian Journalists Association (AJA) overcame some bad blood and developed 
new levels of cooperation. Don Gunn, a proof reader at the Herald and a PKIU 
delegate, stated clearly the key issues for printers in the 1980 strike when he wrote 
to the journalists’ strike newspaper, Clarion. He said: 

I well remember my own angry shouts at journalists crossing PKIU 
picket lines at the Herald in 1975. My anger subsided with the 
passage of time: journalists after all did not at that time have a rich 
industrial history and perhaps acted through ignorance … If nothing 
else, this dispute clearly illustrates the futility of unions within the 
industry bashing each other.29

During the 1980s working relations between printers’ and journalists’ unions, 
indeed, improved.30 

Before drawing a further conclusion it is relevant to recall the changing social 
mores of those years. More workers spoke up against smoking in the work place, 
some wanted healthier food in the canteen, and the chapel was asked to pursue the 
possibility of a chiropractor’s certificate being accepted for sick leave with equal 
weight with that of a doctor. There were lifestyle changes with more attention to 
diets, jogging and swimming and use of herbal teas. In the Age reading room, 
Roger Fleiner and Alex Charles were among those who took such positions. In the 
early 1980s, the PKIU chapel at the Age formally endorsed the right of women to 
work on night shift. Sue Gibson, an active trade unionist, was the first of several to 

27  Ian Wenham to Val Noone, 8 November 1985.
28  The Reader’s Ass, no. 1. ‘Chapel minutes, 14 September 1981’.
29  Don Gunn, ‘Futile to bash each other’, Clarion, no. 4, 30 May 1980.
30  Compare David McKnight, ‘Journos step up strike’, Tribune, 4 June 1980. Martin Mulligan, 
‘Fairfax printers get standing ovation at AJA meeting’, Direct Action, 18 June 1980. Clarion, various 
issues, 1980. Brian Murphy, ‘Journos speak out on press owners’, Tribune, 28 January 1981. Martin 
Peers, ‘Fairfax journalists battle berserk computer and managerial incompetence’, Tribune, 3 March 
1982. John Lawrence, ‘Split between AJA and PKIU was a tragedy’, The Journalist, June 1983. 
Lawrence, then federal president of AJA, was one of those who helped take the relationship forward.
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do so in the reading room. As mentioned above, women had been working as day 
shift proof readers when I started in 1977. 

A backdrop to all other activities during the years 1977 to 1986 was the 
heightened sense of living in the shadow of a nuclear disaster when the USA 
and the USSR began escalating their arms race. Chapel and union endorsed anti-
nuclear stands in modest but important ways, endorsing Abe Amaterstein and 
myself as delegates to People for Nuclear Disarmament and so on. On 5 May 
1984, the 56th annual conference of the Victorian branch of the PKIU condemned 
the Age editorial of 16 April that year which ‘sought to trivialise and ridicule the 
great Palm Sunday anti-nuclear demonstration at which our union was officially 
represented.’31

On new technology, as on nuclear issues, discussions, then as now, often 
returned to the question of whether or not one person can make a difference. The 
Reader’s Ass commented that the danger of the inevitability myth is that ‘if you 
convince yourself that you cannot influence events, then you won’t’.32 In one small 
sub-section of the PKIU a small group were able to defend their rights and make 
some gains. They listened and talked to one another, sharing fears and hopes. They 
discussed alternatives, planned some strategies and took small steps to organise 
the unorganised. These are time-tested approaches that proved relevant again. To 
state the obvious, new technology around 1980 brought both defeats and victories 
to the printers’ union. In general, Bennett, Zimbalist, Reed and others are correct 
in saying that an experienced and once powerful union was objectively limited 
in what it could do. Nonetheless, within the space offered to it by history, the 
PKIU did a good job. Memory is one way of contemplating possible alternatives 
to the present. Remembering a small group of workers who took on some of the 
issues involved in major technological change in the printing industry shows that, 
however slightly, things can be changed.

31  ‘Annual conference resolution,’ cutting n.d., [PKIU Victorian branch newsletter, c June 1984].
32  The Reader’s Ass, no. 1, 17 August 1980.
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‘A kind of joy-bell’: Common Land, Wage Work and the 
Eight Hours Movement in Nineteenth Century NSW

Ben Maddison

In 1890 over one million acres in New South Wales, and more than one and a half 
million acres in Victoria, existed as officially designated common land. In New 
South Wales the commons were mainly located in country areas, spread around 
296 localities; this meant that virtually every country town had its common, 
ranging somewhere in size between Brushgrove’s eighteen and Cobar’s 67,550 
acres, with many commons being 500-5,000 acres.1

Common land in New South Wales and Victoria was only one instance 
of the widespread colonial practice of reserving specific pieces of land from 
private alienation. Thus in ninetheenth century New South Wales the commons – 
denominated as either Temporary or Permanent – were augmented by a variety of 
reserves, the most important of which were set aside for travelling stock, pasturage, 
timber, water, indigenous communities, camping, recreation, ‘public purposes’ 
(schools, churches, cemeteries), village, town and suburban expansion. While 
the combined acreage of these non-commodified spaces is extremely difficult to 
calculate, their number and sometimes vast extent meant that the landscape of 
colonial south-eastern Australia was a patchwork of commodified private property 
and non-commodified space.2

I want to emphasise at the outset the existence of commodified and non-
commodified land in colonial Australia, not simply because the existence of the 
latter is usually under-recognised in the literature, but more importantly because 
the argument presented below hinges around the tensions between these two 
conditions in which land existed. Socially and politically, as I hope to illustrate, 
these tensions were expressed in conflict and antagonism. Thus, my argument is 
also pitched against historians such as Powell, who argued in The Public Lands 

1  Permanent and Temporary Commons (Return of) NSWV&P, 1890, p.749. J.M. Powell, The Public 
Lands of Australia Felix. Settlement and Land Appraisal in Victoria 1834-91 with special reference to 
the Western Plains, Melbourne, Oxford University Press, 1970 reports that Victoria’s commons were 
1.5 million acres by 1862; p. 99. They were likely to have been far greater than this in 1890.
2  In addition to the whole body of literature devoted to the issue of indigenous land history, 
especially Heather Goodall, Invasion to Embassy. Land in Aboriginal Politics in New South Wales, 
1770-1972, St Leonards, NSW, Allen and Unwin/Black Books, 1996, other literature has begun to 
examine non-commodified land in more detail: Tom L. McKnight, The Long Paddock. Australia’s 
Travelling Stock Routes, Armidale, NSW, University of New England, 1977; Peter Spooner, ‘On 
Squatters, Settlers and Early Surveyors: historical development of country road reserves in southern 
New South Wales’, Australian Geographer, vol. 36, no. 1, pp. 55-73, March 2005; Rodney Harrison, 
Shared Landscapes. Archaeologies of attachment and the pastoral industry in New South Wales, 
Sydney, University of New South Wales Press, 2004; Richard Waterhouse, The Vision Splendid. 
A Social and Cultural History of Rural Australia, Fremantle, Western Australia, Curtin University 
Books, 2005. In quite another genre great insights are contained in autobiographies, such as William 
Jenkins, The Diary of a Welsh Swagman, 1869-94, Abridged and Notated by William Evans, 
Melbourne, Sun Books, 1977; Daryl Tonkin and Carolyn Landon, Jackson’s Track. Memoir of a 
Dreamtime Place, Ringwood, Victoria, Penguin, 1999; Jim Gasteen, Under the Mulga. A Bush 
Memoir, St. Lucia, Queensland, University of Queensland Press, 2005.
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of Australia Felix (1970) that the commons were a ‘safety valve’ – a resource 
base that eased the class antagonism between small farmer and large pastoralist 
in nineteenth century Victoria.3 I argue that far from being a ‘safety valve’ the 
commons – in New South Wales at least - were the interface between commodified 
and non-commodified forms of both landed property and labour, and as such were 
sites of antagonism and conflict.

This argument is also directed against the rather offhand stance that characterizes 
some of the fragmentary commentary on common land in colonial Australia. As 
will be seen below, while mention of the commons is made quite frequently in 
works devoted to early colonial land history to about 1840, it is the period after 
this that the commons reach their greatest extent and significance. Yet this is the 
period when they – as well as other non-commodified lands – are most neglected in 
the historiography. Waterson, for example, confined his comments on the 170,000 
acres of common town reserves that existed on the Darling Downs from the 1860s, 
to noting that they were ‘valuable’ for grazing stock.4 As I try to show below, the 
evidence used in this article – which is mainly from the limited perspectives that 
found their way into the parliamentary record – suggests that contemporaries saw 
the commons as far more important than historians have generally acknowledged. 
They did so, I argue, because the commons were an important element of the 
vernacular economy people wove from the weft of use value and warp of exchange 
value. In effect, the commons supported an extensive rural semi-proletariat in 
nineteenth century New South Wales that – not always self-consciously – used 
the commons as insulation against the vagaries of labour market fluctuations, and 
as a resource to stave-off being forced into total market dependency as permanent 
wage workers. That the commons played this important material role, melded 
with less pragmatic meanings contemporaries gave to their colonial commons. In 
the final section of this chapter I argue that deeply-rooted historical memories of 
past exploitation converged in popular mentalites to connect the commons and the 
eight hour day.

Conceptualising the colonial commons

In tracing the history of the Australian commons, a couple of preliminary dangers 
need to be addressed. The first is the danger of erasing from that history the 
presence of indigenous systems of land use, knowledge and meanings. In fact 
the indigenous system of collective land ownership had some similarities, but 
also some significant differences, to the system that gave rise to common land 
in Australia. To foreshadow the argument below, the latter was embedded in and 
related to private property relations, whereas the former was completely antithetical 
to those relations. Moreover, there was a qualitative difference in the way that 
this land was used by indigenous people and Europeans. Europeans who used the 
colonial commons did so without the detailed skills and environmental knowledge 
of indigenous people. Unlike in England and Europe, where the exploitation of 
common land was based on generations of accumulated knowledge about what the 
environment contained and the uses to which it could be put, the more superficial 

3  Powell, Public Lands, pp. 80-2.
4  D. Waterson, Squatter, Selector and Storekeeper. A History of the Darling Downs 1859-93, Sydney, 
Sydney University Press, 1968, p. 124.
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ways that the colonial commons were used reflected the coloniser’s position 
as occupiers of a foreign country, alienated from the environment.5 Thus, poor 
though the users of the colonial commons may have been, they also need to be 
seen – at the very least – as beneficiaries, if not active agents, of colonisation and 
dispossession.

The second danger is to see the nineteenth century colonial commons as a 
remnant of British feudalism, transplanted to Australia in the culture and practice 
of the British. A variant of this argument might have some limited validity in the 
early colonial period, given that early governors such as Philip and King bestowed 
commons as part of a wider application of some of the more equalitarian aspects of 
an older English parish-based approach to land policy, often applied in the British 
colonies.6 For example, early governors tried to ensure that each block of land 
had roughly equal proportions of ‘profitable’ and ‘unprofitable’ land, and water 
frontage, and the provision of common land was an integral part of this system of 
land allocation.7 The first common was established in 1792, when Governor Phillip 
proclaimed the Government Domain at Sydney Cove as ‘Sydney Common’, and 
from the start commons were considered to be important resource bases for securing 
the independence of the colony’s poor. At least, this was the view that guided 
Governor King, the most prolific early colonial commons-dedicator.8 Between 
1804-6 King made three large commons around the small-farmer, ex-convict 
settlements on the Hawkesbury River, around a total of around 10,000 acres of 
land in the Hawkesbury region, and another 12,000 acres in other small-farmer 
centres in the Sydney region.9 Other aspects also recalled the English commons, 
such as the collective employment of a herdsman or woman.10 An old resident of 
East Maitland recalled how in the 1840s, they ‘used to have a town herd; a boy 
used to come round for our cows, take them to the reserve, and bring them back in 
the evening.’11 As in England, the annual perambulation of the boundaries was also 
observed on some colonial commons, a practice that persisted for decades in some 
places.12 In the late 1820s and early 1830s the boundaries of the East Maitland 
common and pasturage reserve were walked on Easter Mondays, with the part of 

5  For this, as in much else in regard to the English commons – and commons in general – I have been 
guided by Jeanette Neeson, Commoners: common right, enclosure and social change in England, 
1700-1820, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1985. See Chapter 6, pp. 158-177.
6  Brian Fletcher, Landed Enterprise and Penal Society. A History of Farming and Grazing in New 
South Wales Before 1821, Sydney, Sydney University Press, 1976, Ch. 1 outlines aspects of the 
transfer of British domestic land policies to British colonies. For a widespread examination in the 
subsequent decades see Peter Burroughs, Britain and Australia 1831-1855. A Study in Imperial 
Relations and Crown Lands Administration, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1967.
7  See K. W Robinson, ‘Land’, in G.J. Abbott and N.B. Nairn, (eds) Economic Growth of Australia 
1788-1821, Carlton, Victoria, Melbourne University Press, 1969, pp. 74-104; p. 92; and T.M. Perry, 
Australia’s first frontier, the spread of settlement in New South Wales, 1788-1829, Melbourne, 
Melbourne University Press, 1963, p. 48.
8  Governor King wrote to Lord Camden in 1805 that ‘the Growing state of Independence [of the 
small settlers] … is farther secured to them by the appropriation of Common Land to each District.’ 
King To Camden, 30 April 1805, Historical Records of Australia, V, p. 304. 
9  Robinson, ‘Land’, footnote 70 and Figure 3 has commons: Nelson District 5650 ac; Richmond Hill, 
5130 ac; Phillip, 6150 ac; Field of Mars and Eastern Farms, 5050 ac; Also see Helen Proudfoot, ‘The 
Hawkesbury Commons 1804-1987’, Heritage Australia, vol. 6, no. 4, Summer 1987, pp. 22-5.
10  Neeson, Commoners, pp. 89, 125, 136. 
11  Select Committee on Maitland Pasturage Reserve. Minutes of Evidence. V&PNSWLA, 1859-60, 
Joseph Chambers, q. 65, p. 763. The practice of connecting property values with access to a common 
was not unknown a century earlier. See E.P. Thompson, ‘Custom, Law and Common Right’, in his 
Customs in Common, London, Penguin, 1993, p. 154.
12  Ibid. pp. 98-100. 
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the English vicar, parishioners, reeves and Foresters being played by Singleton’s 
magistrate, police officers and surveyor.13

If it is hardly surprising that elements of English practice shaped aspects of the 
colonial commons, it is nonetheless the case that the colonial commons were not 
simply an extension of the British commons. The main reason for this is that while 
the commons were being created in the colonies, they were systematically being 
dismantled by enclosure at home. In fact the 1780s and 1790s were high points 
of parliamentary enclosure, and by the 1830s the English commons were indeed 
remnants of the pre-capitalist agrarian social order.14 What makes the colonial 
commons so hard to incorporate into this chronological narrative is the fact that 
they were vastly expanding in Australia after 1850, exactly when they were in 
terminal decline in Britain. Thus, we need to treat the expansion of the commons 
in colonial Australia a little more historically than as an anachronistic time capsule 
from Merrie England. Without wanting to re-enter the essentialising debate about 
the ‘feudal’ or ‘capitalist’ character of the society that developed in colonial New 
South Wales after 1788, we need to locate the commons more exactly in the specific 
context of nineteenth century Australia as an emerging capitalist society.

Making the commons

While this is not the place to trace in detail the history of the creation, expansion 
and destruction of the colonial commons, a précis of that history is useful in order 
to examine the relationship between the colonial commons and the expansion of 
capitalist relations. A key aspect of this relationship becomes clearer when we 
examine how the commons and common rights were treated during Macquarie’s 
governorship. In 1811 Macquarie ‘anxious for the accommodation of the 
inhabitants of Sydney’, proclaimed a new area ‘for the common pasturage of 
the [inhabitant’s] cattle’. The proclamation went on to reveal that the common 
was to serve an additional purpose, stating that by dedicating the common, and 
equipping it with permanent and clearly marked boundaries, there would now be 
‘no excuse … for persons turning their cattle at large to seek food where it may 
most easily be found, without considering whether they may not trespass on private 
property’.15 Macquarie’s approach to the commons was probably shaped by the 
immediate antecedents to his governorship – the struggle over the rights of private 
property and the free market that was a key theme of the ‘Rum Rebellion’.16 Set 
in this broad context, we can see that by establishing the common Macquarie was 
simultaneously fulfilling a pragmatic and paternalistic gubernatorial role, while 
creating the technical legal conditions to punish breaches of private property in a 
population whose very presence as convicts suggested a lack of respect for that 
sacred institution.

This was a more difficult task than Macquarie had perhaps anticipated, as 
in 1815 he was again trying to enforce the codes of absolute private property. 
Finding that an earlier attempt to prohibit public grazing and wood collecting on 
the Government Domains at Sydney and Parramatta ‘had not been sufficiently 

13  S. C. on Maitland Pasturage Reserve. Minutes of Evidence, q. 185, p. 769, q. 185-8.
14  Neeson, Commoners; Thompson, ‘Custom, Law and Common Right’. 
15  ‘Government Public Notice, Sydney’, 5 October 1811, contained in ‘Sydney Common and Moore 
Park (Notices of Dedication and Appointment of Trustees of.) NSWV&P, 1890, p. 747.
16  This is the argument in Evatt, The Rum Rebellion.
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understood or attended to’, he strengthened the regulations, by stating that ‘Persons 
presuming to force a thoroughfare or Passage through the Government Garden or 
enclosed domain’ or ‘driving animals into the Domain’ would be punished in ‘a most 
exemplary manner’.17 These precise terms – ‘presuming’, ‘thoroughfare’, ‘force’, 
‘driving’ – recalled the contemporary sense of usages in England to describe the 
newly illegal actions of commoners resisting enclosures, while the phrase ‘most 
exemplary manner’ echoed the resort to state terror that Macquarie himself was 
currently enacting on the indigenous people of the Hawkesbury River.18

From the outset, then, the creation of the colonial commons went hand-in-
hand with the creation of private property: more accurate surveying, construction 
of fences and punishments for trespassing, increasingly demarcated private 
from common land. In the process activities that had previously taken place 
on this common resource were now prohibited. In 1807 Bligh ‘swept out (of 
the Government Domain) all “encroachments” – including several huts’ that 
Sydney’s homeless had built.19 In 1810 Macquarie prohibited timber-getting on 
the Parramatta Domain, and in 1821 the Governor’s Deputy Surveyor instructed 
seventeen Toongabbie emancipist farmers ‘to remove off the Government Lands 
… with the whole of your flocks and herds’.20 In 1822 Parramatta residents, whose 
‘Milch Cattle were accustomed to be taken out every Morning to Pasture on the 
Common Lands ... for the benefit of themselves and their families’, petitioned 
Governor Brisbane to protest against the fact that this was no longer possible 
because ‘the whole of the Common Lands … have been located to individuals’.21 
In 1823 the small farmers and other residents in the Bathurst district successfully 
petitioned the Governor for the specific dedication of a Common, because ‘shortly 
all the Forest Ground convenient to the Settlement may probably be Located to 
other Individuals, which will completely deprive [them]… from Firewood and an 
outrun for their little stock.’22 In the late 1840s the Colonial government’s attention 
was again focused on the issue of commons, when the Executive Council made the 
inclusion of a Town Common ‘for the exclusive use of the householders residing 
in the town, for the pasturage of their milch cows’ a standard part of the allocation 
of land in every town in the colony.23

The antagonistic relationship between private property and common land 
remained submerged in many places before the 1850s. During this period, especially 
in country areas, there was probably a general practice of using unallocated land 
as an informal common, as was the case in the Hunter Valley and other districts.24 
After 1850, the tension between common land and private property increased when 
a number of changes made formally-dedicated commons more widespread. The 

17  New South Wales State Archives (NSWSA), R6045 4/1733, pp. 3-10.
18  For the English discourse of enclosure see Thompson, ‘Custom, Law and Common Right’, pp. 
109-21; Neeson, Commoners pp. 259-93. For the use of the phrase ‘most exemplary manner’ in 
regard to indigenous people, see Henry Reynolds, Frontier, Melbourne, Penguin, 1995.
19  Chris Cunneen, ‘“Hands Off the Parks!” The provision of parks and playgrounds’,in Jill Roe 
(ed.), Twentieth Century Sydney. Studies in urban and social history, Sydney, Hale and Iremonger in 
association with the Sydney History Group, 1980, pp. 105-119, p. 106. Also see Robinson, ‘Land’, 
pp. 74-104, p. 98.
20  NSWSA, R 6052, 4/1751, p. 14.
21  NSWSA, R6055, 4/1761, pp. 22a-c. 
22  NSWSA R 6065, 4/1798, pp. 123-27. Also see Perry Australia’s First Frontier, p. 85.
23  S.C. on Maitland Pasturage Reserve. Minutes of Evidence, Appendix, p. 763.
24  Perry, Australia’s First Frontier notes this for the Hunter Region (p. 63), Bathurst (p.85), and 
south-west of Sydney (p. 106).
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more intensive development of inland towns and villages, with their non-farming 
residents, stimulated townspeople to petition for common land, especially where 
the expansion of private property in land made the informal regime of common 
land usage inoperable. The number of commons expanded considerably after the 
1850s and 1860s, when gold field and free selection legislation containing specific 
provisions for common land rights came into operation.25

The use of the commons

At least in theory, and often in practice, the use of the extensive areas of common 
land that were opened up after 1850 was regulated by an elected board of Trustees, 
whose decisions were guided by Rules and Regulations drawn up to govern each 
common. As the two case examined below indicate, the rules of commons reflected 
the contradictory position of those who used them – half in and half out of the 
world of the commodity.

Many of the rules regulating commons aimed to give access to common 
resources as a support for the local community, while at the same time ensuring 
their reproduction. The rules of Ham Common (1870), to take the first example, 
made it illegal for any commoner ‘to transfer his individual Common right … 
to any other person’.26 Common right was inalienable – conferred by virtue of 
residency in a defined area surrounding the Common. On Ham Common, ‘The 
occupant of every house entitled to Common right shall be allowed to take as 
much dead wood … for firewood as may be necessary for his own, his family, and 
servants use.’ These were clearly use rights, as the Rules stipulated that anyone 
‘who shall sell firewood … taken … under pretence of it being for his own family’ 
will be fined 10s to £2. Similar prohibitions against converting use values into 
exchange values were in place in regard to all other aspects of commoners’ rights. 
Each commoner was allowed to ‘take as much wood for fencing or building 
purposes as may be required for the use of such farm house; but if such wood be 
sold … he shall pay a fine of £5’.27

There were also complex rules in regard to pasturing of animals that sought to 
preserve the value of the common as a resource for immediate household provision. 
On Ham Common, ‘the occupant of every house in the town was allowed to 
depasture one horse and cow’, and this provision applied to small holders with up 
to ten acres of land. A graduated scale also allowed occupiers of larger amounts of 
land additional commonage rights. This meant that Ham commoners occupying 
100 or 200 acres had the right to depasture sixteen to twenty of both cows and 
horses on the common free of charge. But once again these were seen as use rights, 
and breaches, such as ‘taking any other persons stock in charge for payment or 
otherwise to depasture in his own name’ – were punishable by heavy fines.28 

Regulations also indicate that a range of other activities took place on commons. 
Prohibitions against stripping bark from live trees and washing or soaking hides 

25  See Crown Lands Alienation Act, 1861, Clause 5 (permanent commons); Crown Land Occupation 
Act, 1861, Clause 29 (temporary commons).
26  Report from the Select Committee on the Ham Common Resumption Bill. V&PNSWLA, 1870, 
pp. 839-57. Minutes of Evidence, Appendix A 1, pp. 856-7, Introduction and Rule 15. 
27  Ibid. Rule 3, Rule 5. 
28  Ibid. Appendix A1, pp. 856-7, ‘Schedule of Stock allowed to depasture upon Ham Common’, p. 857, 
and Rule 12. 
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in watercourses refer to the materials (bark) and techniques (tanning) used to 
transform hides into leather. Regulations against ‘removing gravel … except at 
places fixed by the Trustees’, and those against removal of loam and alluvial soil, 
or making bricks, without Trustees’ permission, allude to variety of ways that the 
resources of common lands were used.29 

The Rules of Ham Common trod the fine line between commoners’ use values, 
and the exchange values that supported independent workers and trades. On Ham 
Common, for example, the rules that were designed to preserve the use values were 
augmented by other rules that facilitated and regulated the commercial exploitation 
of the common. Commercial uses were specifically confined to people with an 
already existing common right by virtue of their residence in the population area 
covered by the particular Common. Thus licences for commercial use of timber 
on Ham Common were only issued to those ‘splitter[s], fencer[s] or sawyer[s], 
having Common right’. Trustees tried to maintain this aspect by ensuring that the 
various licences for commercial use – either for firewood, building timber, clay 
and bricks – were signed by them, in reference to the roll of commoners that they 
were expected to maintain.30

Like those of Ham Common, the rules governing Singleton Common (1868) 
displayed a similar concern to preserve the common as a source of use values. They 
allowed ‘The occupant of every house in the municipality … to take as much dead 
wood for fire as may be necessary for his domestic use ’. Here too the stipulation 
against converting these use rights into exchange values by sale, was heavily 
punished – anybody ‘who shall sell firewood, having previously taken same under 
pretence of being for domestic use’, was subjected to heavy fines. These Rules 
regulated the use of the Common, by basing the ‘stint’ for stock allowed to be 
grazed, on the amount of rates paid by property owning commoners.31 Thus, a 
graduated scale was used to determine the numbers of horses or cattle that could 
be depastured on the common, up to a limit of twenty for those paying rates of 
£18-20. Non-ratepayers who were residents in the defined commons population 
area, could ‘become entitled to Commonage privilege’ by taking out a licence, 
and paying a fee per head of stock. The violation of the use value intentions of the 
common in regard to stock depasturing, by ‘taking other persons stock in charge 
for payment’ or in any other way, was subject to heavy penalties.32

As on Ham Common, the rules of Singleton Common combined use value and 
exchange value provisions. By taking out a licence and paying a fee, firewood could 
be collected and sold. Similarly splitters and sawyers were allowed by licence to use 
timber resources on the common. Earth and clay removal for brickmaking on the 
common was permitted with a licence, but punished without, and bark stripping and 
soaking hides was also prohibited without permission of the Trustees. Other usages, 
such as quarrying stone on the common, could be gained by licence and fee. 

While these rules and regulations were designed to allow the use of the resources 
of Ham and Singleton Commons in the exchange economy, they also contained a 

29  Ibid. Rules 10, 13,16,17, 18. 
30  Ibid. Rules 8, 9, 17, 18. 
31  ‘Stint’ was the English term used to refer to the pasturage rights in terms of numbers of animals 
that each commoner was allowed. 
32  Temporary Common Near Singleton (Correspondence, etc.), V&PNSWLA, 1878-9, vol. 4, pp. 
699-721, Enclosure A to Item no. 25; Enclosure to Item no. 28. 
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strong commitment to localism. Commercial exploitation was to be subordinated 
to the idea that the commons were places whose resources were intended to benefit 
local residents. Thus, many of the provisions allowing commercial exploitation 
of the common were specifically confined to people with an already existing 
common right by virtue of their residence in the population area covered by the 
particular Common. Thus licences for commercial use of timber on Ham Common 
were only issued to those ‘splitter[s], fencer[s], or sawyer[s], having Common 
right’. Trustees tried to maintain this aspect by ensuring that the various licences 
for commercial use – either for firewood, building timber, clay and bricks – were 
signed by them, in reference to the roll of commoners.33 In Singleton ratepayers 
could take out a licence that allowed them to collect and sell firewood off the 
Common, with the stipulation that it was to be sold locally. Similarly, splitters 
and sawyers could be licenced to use the Common’s timber but only ‘for building 
or other purposes within the municipality’, and there were hefty penalties for 
breaching these regulations by taking these materials outside the municipality.34

It would be wrong to see the colonial commons as spaces that were completely 
and effectively regulated and controlled by the Trustees. On one hand, there are 
many cases of Trustees manipulating access to the common for their own ends 
– bringing the land into the full circuit of commodity production and exchange 
value. On the other hand it is unclear without further detailed research, how 
widely the provisions for commercial exploitation were taken up – on Ham 
Common, for example, it appears that use rights for timber still predominated in 
the 1870s.35 At the other end of the spectrum, the commons could also be spaces 
that fostered activities completely antithetical to the regime of exchange, property 
and respectability. For example, a respectable resident on land overlooking Field 
of Mars Common in Sydney complained in the 1860s that it was ‘the resort of a 
great many vagrants’ and that he was ‘compelled to witness scenes of depravity, 
and to hear blasphemy and obscentity’ from those who ‘reside on the common’.36 
Another large landowner in this area considered that since the late 1830s Field of 
Mars had been used as:

the resort of runaway sailors and persons of questionable character, 
who have gone up there with the woodmen, who are the lowest class 
of persons, and have resided there till their ships had left.37 

If we can believe the allegations made in a petition of those in favour of resumption 
of the common, it is very likely that these ‘renegades’ subsisted by slaughtering 
or selling commoners’ cattle depastured on the common.38 Similarly, the District 
Surveyor in the Upper Hunter Valley reported in 1876 a range of unauthorized 
usages of Ogilvie’s Hill Reserve. As well some rather problematic bullocks that 
local residents had put on the reserve to feed (they had been impounded because 
they unreasonably ‘did not confine themselves to the reserve, but trespassed on 
the adjoining land’, the boundary separating the reserve from private property 

33  S. C. on the Ham Common Resumption Bill. Minutes of Evidence, Appendix A 1, Rules 8, 9, 17, 18.
34  Temporary Common Near Singleton, Rule 27.
35  S.C. on the Ham Common Resumption Bill, q. 174-5.
36  Progress Report from the Select Committee on the Field of Mars Common. Minutes of Evidence, 
V&PNSWLA, 1861-2, Part 2, pp. 1323-53, q. 256. 
37  Ibid. qs. 577 and 650. 
38  Petition of Field of Mars Common (Trustees), V&PNSWLA, 1861-2, Part 2, p. 1311.
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being only ‘a marked line’, there was also ‘camped on the Reserve … a family 
… who came [from outside the locality] to herd their stock there, grass and water 
being scarce at home’, as well as ‘two men ... occupied herding working bullocks’. 
According to the strict outlook of District Surveyor Evans, ‘These people deserve 
little sympathy’.39

Thus, one needs to be circumspect in drawing conclusions about how the 
commons were used on the basis of reading the formal Rules and Regulations alone. 
They give an indication of the range of uses, but lack the detailed economic data 
that Neeson and Thompson have drawn upon for their studies of English commons. 
In this context, it is difficult to identify with precision how the colonial commons 
contributed to the maintenance of the vernacular economy.40 Nonetheless, a range 
of contemporary commentary indicates that they did so. This is in part registered 
by noticing that commons were seen as so fundamental a part of life in a country 
town that the presence, absence or prospect of gaining one could be a factor in 
determining whether people chose to settle in a town, or move on. This, at least, 
was the claim George Evans made in 1892, when he recalled that:

If it had not been for the commons, he, for one would not have 
been a resident ... when he found that he could run twelve head of 
stock on the commons at such a cheap rate, he took advantage of the 
privilege, and settled down in Deniliquin.41 

Petitioners against the diminution of the Maitland Pasturage Reserve also argued 
that since 1829 the two reserves in the town meant that ‘persons who had purchased 
town allotments’ had done so in the belief that this would secure to them ‘the rights 
of participating in the benefits of a commodious commonage’. The government’s 
plan in 1860 to sell part of the common, the petitioners argued, ‘would greatly 
depreciate Town property, as allotments hitherto purchased were bought under the 
belief that this valuable privilege was lawfully attached to them’. Their argument 
was supported by the local magistrate, who agreed that the existence of the common 
‘has enhanced the value of the (building) allotments … and has been the cause of 
many persons purchasing’; the town’s land auctioneer also thought that there was 
‘no doubt … [that] a very large number of allotments have been sold … under that 
belief ’ in the rights of commonage conferred by purchase. A Select Committee 
enquiring into the East Maitland reserve agreed with this assessment, concluding 
that ‘in consequence of the advantages afforded by this Reserve, allotments in 
the Town ... have been sold at greatly increased prices.’42 Similarly, residents of 
the small town of Rydal complained in 1869 that they had bought land and set 
up their households in the town ‘on the understanding and faith of a permanent 
water reserve ... for them and their use’ on the creek running through the town. 
Now, they complained, the government had ‘let the most important portion’ of the 
reserve ‘to private parties’ in the shape of wine and spirit merchants, who were 
‘debarring and hindering the free access’ to the creek, ‘materially affecting the 
interests of the Petitioners’ – and presumably giving rise to some sarcastic local 

39  Crown Lands.(Reserve at Ogilvie’s Hill.), V&PNSWLA, 1875-6, p. 1291.
40  Neeson, Commoners, pp. 165-77; Thompson. ‘Custom, Law and Common Right’, pp. 156-7. 
41  Common At Deniliquin. (Correspondence Respecting.), V&PNSWLA, 1892-3, vol. 8, pp. 885-89, 
No1, [Enclosure: Extract from the Pastoral Times, Deniliquin]. 
42  Maitland Pasturage Reserve (Petition of Certain Inhabitants of Maitland), NSWV&P, 1859-60, 
p.753. S. C. on Maitland Pasturage Reserve, Minutes of Evidence, Appendix A, p. 765.
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commentary about free and commodified means of quenching thirst.43

The esteem in which commons were held was often only revealed when they 
came under threat. For example, the Trustees of Merriwa Common pointed out 
that when a local squatter ‘washed and shore upwards of 35,000 sheep on the 
Common … which has left it like a desert’, this drastically diminished ‘the chance 
we have of living in this little town’.44 In 1873 more than eight hundred residents 
around Gulgong likewise complained of the monopolisation of their commons 
by squatters, whose sheep were ‘eating up … the pastures that the gold-miners’ 
cows, goats and horses ought to benefit from … detrimental to the welfare of the 
inhabitants’.45 Residents of the Hawkesbury area claimed their livelihoods were 
under threat when the several commons in the area came under threat in the 1870s. 
The Wilberforce commoners claimed that the commons were ‘of great service 
to the people of the district for wood, grazing, and refuge in times of floods’. 
Richmond commoners described this in more detail – because their ‘commercial 
interest and livelihood is wholly involved in agricultural pursuits’, in the ‘frequent 
inundations’ they had to ‘take refuge upon the high land of the Common’. They 
went on to describe the additional importance of the common, in the context of 
a neighbourhood that was increasingly characterized by private property: ‘the 
Common is the only available land … from which they can obtain timber for 
the purposes of building, or for firewood, the surrounding area … being private 
property.’ As one of the Trustees of Ham Common put it, ‘The fact is, it [Ham 
Common] is the one thing necessary; without it the low lands would be worthless.’46 
Protesting commoners also emphasized the use rather than the exchange value of 
the timber on Pitt Town Common as being ‘of great advantage (irrespective of 
its saleable value) to the Commoners’, and protested against the actions of the 
Trustees in ‘granting licenses to strangers and parties having no Common rights, 
to cut and take any timber, causing thereby much loss and detriment.’47 In 1881, 460 
Wagga Wagga ‘Residents and Commoners’ reported that the resumption of land 
on Gumly Gumly common – ‘by far the most valuable portion of the permanent 
common, being grazing land of the best description’ – would deprive them of 
land that was ‘of inestimable value ... as it affords them a means of grazing a few 
head of stock each in a paddock well watered, grassed and fenced.’48 Petitioners 
also regarded the East Maitland Common as ‘of great value to the community 
… for the depasturing of sheep, cattle, horses, and other animals belonging to 
the inhabitants’, one commentator observing that it was ‘of the highest value 
to working men with horses, because they could send out their horses there on 

43  Water Reserve, Township of Rydal.(Petition - Certain Freeholders and Residents of Rydal, 
Respecting.),V&PNSWLA, 1868-9, vol. 3, p. 1015. 
44  Commonages For the Town of Merriwa (Correspondence Respecting.), V&PNSWLA, 1869, vol. 
2, pp. 211-12, Nos. 23 and 27.
45  Common At Gulgong.(Proclamation Of.), V&PNSWLA, 1875, pp. 428-36, [Enclosure to no. 1; 
and Sub-Enclosure to no. 2].
46  Commons Regulation Bill. (Petition –Trustees and Commoners, Pitt Town Common.), 
V&PNSWLA, 1870, p.339; (Petition – Certain Commoners etc., Wilberforce Common.), Ibid. p. 
343; Ham Common Resumption Bill, (Petition – Certain Inhabitants of the Towns and District of 
Richmond.), V&PNSWLA, 1870-1. vol. 3, p. 833; S.C. on the Ham Common Resumption Bill, 
Minutes of Evidence, p. 164. 
47  Pitt Town Common (Petition-Commoners), V&PNSWLA, 1865-6, p. 531.
48  Reserves on Gumly Gumly Run (Petition from Residents and Commoners of Wagga Wagga.), 
V&PNSWLA, 1881, pp. 821-2.
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Saturday, by which they would be refreshed to work again on Monday’.49 Another 
local observer remarked that the Maitland Pasturage Reserve was:

a common … treated with the greatest liberty by the townspeople ... 
in putting their cows and horses on it, and taking timber off it, and 
so on … they could go with impunity and cut as much timber as they 
liked …[for] firewood, saplings for building sheds.

The ‘impunity’ here was important, suggesting a recent local conflict over access 
to recently enclosed Crown Land land, it being observed that now ‘if they did 
[collect wood etc.] on private property they would be prevented’.50 Even the town’s 
land auctioneer noted the importance of the Common, because the vigilance of the 
local police in enforcing the rights of private property meant that the townspeople 
‘have not the means for running a single beast unless they have recourse to this 
reserve.’51 The same claim was made about the importance of Deniliquin Common, 
which in the 1890s supported the:

very large numbers of residents engaged as teamsters. This 
commonage is necessary to depasture their working bullocks and 
horses. The loss of the common would be a serious blow to the town 
and district.

A petition organized by two local carriers and a wheelwright explained that because 
‘a large amount of carrying is done by teams from the railway … consequently, a 
large common is of vital importance to the town.’ Another Deniliquin resident put 
it more prosaically at a large public meeting in the town: ‘he knew what it was to 
get a bit of grass on the cheap, and he considered that the loss of this land would 
be the worst thing that could happen to the town. (Cheers).’52

Wage labour and the commons

As much of the contemporary commentary cited above suggest, the commons were 
a material support for a range of rural inhabitants, often precariously balanced 
between economic independence as self-employed workers, and wage work. 
While striving to secure a livelihood was probably uppermost in the minds of 
most of those who used the commons, it seems likely that at least some commons-
users were aware of the important place of the commons in maintaining their 
economic independence, and preventing their total dependence on the market and 
wage work. This was most clearly the case for the independent gold miners, who 
existed in the thousands from the 1850s. As one contemporary observed, gold 
miners ‘seemed to scorn the iron yoke of an employer’.53

In order to put this into practice, the use rights of pasturage and timber attached 
to goldfields had become an essential part of maintaining their independent 
existence. As the miners on the Billabong Goldfield explained:

49  Maitland Pasturage Reserve (Petition of Certain Inhabitants of Maitland), NSWV&PLA, 1859-60, 
p. 753; S. C. on Maitland Pasturage Reserve. Minutes of Evidence, p. 71. 
50  Ibid. pp. 100-112.
51  Ibid. p. 124. 
52  Common At Deniliquin. (Correspondence Respecting.), no.1; [Enclosure: Extract from the 
Pastoral Times, Deniliquin]; no. 4, p. 888. 
53  The Border Post, 20 April 1859, p. 2, ‘New Discoveries at Adelong’. 
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from the nature of their occupation, [they] have to keep horses for 
raising the wash-dirt ... and for carting to the machines, and for other 
purposes in connection with mining.

Moreover, without access to the common pastures, they would be forced into the 
impossible position of ‘buying horse feed’ (priced at £12 per ton of chaff, this was 
a considerable monetary amount). Losing access to the common would mean they 
feared, that ‘many ... will be compelled to seek other employment to maintain 
themselves and family’.54 Similarly – referring to the provision that allowed miners 
to build a house on the goldfields commons, the miners on Cargo goldfield feared 
that if the goldfield reserve was sold: 

they would be deprived of the means of keeping a home … and in 
the event of the goldfield being thrown open [to purchase] must 
abandon their claims for want of timber.55

Given the importance that miners attributed to access to common land in terms of 
maintaining their independence from wage labour it is not suprising that goldfields 
were often a flash-point, a site of friction between use value and exchange values. A 
dispute at Solferino Goldfield in the Clarence River Valley in the 1870s displayed 
aspects of this friction. The Department of Lands proclaimed the area as a goldfield 
in the early 1870s, and to cater for the needs of the 2,500 people who were drawn 
to the field by 1872, established a large common. E.D.S. Ogilvie a neighbouring 
squatter and Member of Parliament, claimed that part of this common was land 
that he had recently purchased and ‘improved’. He thus objected strenuously to 
the proclamation of the common, claiming among other things that it included ‘a 
paddock … which I have at considerable expense enclosed for the use of teamsters, 
miners and others connected with the gold fields.’ Although he portrayed this as 
an act of beneficent provision, miners were required to pay an agistment fee to 
use this paddock, whose main purpose was to leave the rest of the lands free for 
Ogilvie to use for his sheep.

The proclamation of the goldfields common brought these commercial 
arrangements undone. The miners, concluding that the proclamation of the common 
‘conferred upon [them] some rights or privileges as regards those freehold lands’, 
now started to treat Ogilvie’s land as common land – as he complained in outraged 
terms – by ‘making common use of my freehold lands’ to depasture their stock, 
rather than agisting them in the allocated paddock. In response, Ogilvie tried to 
reimpose exclusive rights of possession by using impound and trespass laws, but 
encountered ‘A high handed resistance ... to the removal of [miners’] horses from 
my freehold lands’. In being asked by the Surveyor General and the Ministers for 
Lands and Mines to assess the conflict, Mr Surveyor Donaldson remarked that the 
actions of the miners expressed their view that they ‘would prefer to be independent 
of Mr Ogilvie, [and] object to have to pay for grazing their stock’. In his own view, 
Donaldson ‘did not think it for the public good that the inhabitants should be solely 
dependent on one man … hence my recommendation of the commonage’. His view 
was supported by Gold Commissioner Buchanan, who commented ‘That some of 
the diggers prefer to be independent of Mr Ogilvie is not suprising; my experience 

54  Billabong Gold Field (Petition of Miners Respecting Grazing of Sheep on), V&PNSWLA, 1875, p. 411. 
55  Cargo Gold Field Reserve. (Correspondence, reports, etc.), V&PNSWLA, 1881, pp. 749-72, no. 
41, pp. 762-3. 
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of them goes to prove that they not only prefer but generally are independent of 
any one.’ He considered Surveyor Donaldson’s rationale connecting commonage 
with independence to be ‘eminently satisfactory’.56

Meanings of the commons

Given that miners and other subaltern groups were the main users of the commons, 
it is not surprising that the language of equality was often found at the heart of 
pro-commons discourse in the nineteenth century. The rules of most commons 
probably contained sentiments such as that in the preamble to Ham Common’s 
1870 Rules and Regulations, which stated that they were designed ‘for the better 
and more convenient and equal use and enjoyment’ of the commoners.57 This 
egalitarian tenor was also implicit in the terms of this question and answer in a 
parliamentary enquiry: Q: ‘All the inhabitants have equal rights to obtain firewood 
or any advantage it (the common) offers?’ A: ‘Yes, all in common’.58

The sense of common land as a guarantor of equality also pervaded the long 
petition in regard to land law reform that was presented by Henry Edmunds to the 
New South Wales parliament in 1883. In it, he argued that ‘a soil of a country is 
the common property of its inhabitants … the common heritage’, and proposed 
legislation that would bring about settlements replicating the English village 
commons. Each settlement was to have a ten acre reserve for village wood supply, 
a ten acre reserve ‘for production by village, management of cereals’, and ten acres 
‘for pasturing of common village cattle’.59 Edmunds’ views were a systematized 
elaboration of the idea that the commons as a generic phenomenon, were an in-
principle ‘good’. Thus, we find that in 1870 commoners at Pitt Town and Wilberforce 
objected to proposed legislative changes that would have given trustees the power 
to sell parts or all of a common. Their objections were founded on the statement 
that they ‘were opposed to power being given to sell or dispose of Commons in 
anyway whatever’, the capitalized plural being significant in indicating a stance 
in favour of commons in general, before moving on to describing the specifics of 
each common.60

The extent to which those who supported the commons associated them with 
qualities of universal good, justice and equality, can also be seen by noticing how 
frequently that famous term of the Eight Hours movement, ‘boon’, was used to 
describe commons. In 1858 the Police Magistrate in East Maitland described the 
provision of a common reserve for the town’s drinking water as ‘a very important 
boon to the people’.61 Around the same time an Albury newspaper lambasted locals 
for not agitating ‘for the boon of a common.’ The town’s Town Clerk echoed this 
when he asked the government to create a common for the town, and thereby 
‘confer a boon on this community that could not be too highly estimated’.62 In 1869 
the Trustees of Merriwa Common described it as ‘the only boon we have’, and 

56  Goldfields (Reserve at Solferino), V&PNSWLA, 1875-6, [no. 23., no. 24, no. 52].
57  Report from the Select Committee on the Ham Common Resumption Bill. Minutes of Evidence, 
Appendix A 1, pp. 856-7, Introduction.
58  S. C. on Maitland Pasturage Reserve. Minutes of Evidence, p.115.
59  The Land Law. (Petition of H.W.S.Edmunds.), V&PNSWLA, 1883 (Third Session), pp. 861- 867.
60  Commons Regulation Bill. (Petition –Trustees and Commoners, Pitt Town Common.), 
V&PNSWLA, 1870, p. 339; (Petition – Certain Commoners etc., Wilberforce Common.); Ibid. p. 343.
61  Wallis Creek Water Reserve (Correspondence), V&PNSWLA, 1876-7, vol. 3, pp. 467-85, Item no 5.
62  Albury Municipality and Common.(Correspondence.), NSWV&PLA, 1859-60, vol. 4, no. 17. p. 867. 
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the petitioners asking for a common at Gulgong in 1873 considered that it would 
be ‘a boon of inestimable value to the townspeople’, and the term was also used 
by the local Member of Parliament, J.G. O’Connor, who stated that ‘a Common 
would be a great boon to the miners in the district.63 This usage persisted – still, 
in 1886, the residents and Trustees at Wilberforce were describing its Common as 
‘a great boon’.64

At first sight perhaps, this shared use suggests that the term ‘boon’ was simply 
widespread, applied in its more usual meaning of ‘a gift ... benefaction or present’.65 
However, my impression is that mid-nineteenth century usage of the term was 
– if not exclusive to discussions about commons and the Eight Hours – very 
strongly centred in those discussions. That ‘boon’ was used in this way suggests 
a convergence of contemporary meaning between the Eight Hours movement and 
the commons movement that made the term ‘boon’ seem particularly appropriate. 
We can perhaps see why this might have been the case by noticing that originally 
the term ‘boon’ was used in Anglo-Saxon feudal law, where it referred to the 
unpaid services in labour or kind due from tenants to lords. Thus earlier usages 
contained terms such as ‘boon work’, ‘boon day’, ‘boon earth’ (ploughing by way 
of ‘boon service’) and ‘boon loaf’ (bread substituted for ‘boon work’).66

In the light of this history, the use of the term in mid-nineteenth century Australia 
takes on a somewhat different significance. Rather than being a beneficent gift or 
privilege, it suggests a redemptive quality to both the Eight Hours and the commons 
movements; a settling of the historical score – retained in class memory – of the 
epochs when first, through unpaid corvee or ‘boon’ labour, and then through the 
enclosure of common land – their forebears – the British poor – had been doubly-
robbed. In these respects we can perhaps see in the Eight Hours movement and 
the commons an historic reversal of class relations: if the Eight Hour day and the 
commons were ‘boons’, they were so not because they were ‘gifts’ or ‘privileges’, 
but because they represented a collective reclaiming of previously appropriated 
time and space, of labour and land.

If the commons and Eight Hours were ‘gifts’ from the rich and powerful, they 
were so only in the same way that the ‘boon’ of forced feudal labour had also been 
a ‘gift’. It certainly seems to have been this kind of redemptive sentiment that was 
evoked by the commentator who described how the idea of a common in Singleton 
in 1865 ‘stole into the public ear … a sort of joy-bell’, the resonances here being 
perhaps to the Liberty Bell that Linebaugh and Rediker describe as ringing out 
across the revolutionary world in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, as well 
as a range of earlier uses of bells in popular protest.67 Echoes of this old redemption 
song were also engrained into the language of protest that was mobilised against 
attempts to diminish common lands. W.E. Swan, a Trustee of Nundle common in 

63  Commonages For the Town of Merriwa (Correspondence Respecting.), no. 24; Common At 
Gulgong. (Proclamation Of.), Enclosure to no. 1; and no. 2.
64  Wilberforce Common, (Petition, Certain Trustees for – and residents of Wilberforce.) 
V&PNSWLA, 1885-6, p. 149.
65  Websters New International Dictionary of the English Language, Merriam Co, Springfield, Mass. 
USA, 1934. Roget’s Thesaurus, 1916 gives a full range of associations.
66  Websters Dictionary.
67  Temporary Common Near Singleton (Correspondence, etc.), no. 41, [Extract from the Singleton 
Argus], p. 716. Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker, The Many Headed Hydra: Sailors, Saves, 
Commoners, and the Hidden History of the Revolutionary Atlantic, Beacon Press, Boston, 2000; also 
see Thompson, ‘Custom, Law and Common Right’.
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1892, protested against the incursions on the common: if the sale of the common 
were to go ahead, he stated: 

for God’s sake brand us as serfs and forward along a few leg-irons 
… Are we dogs or serfs that our rights shall be wrested from us by 
every land shark who wants to exterminate us as a people?

These strong words were intended to support a petition of those who used Nundle 
common – mainly miners, but with a fair sprinkling of other trades such as 
blacksmiths, carriers, farmers, carpenters and builders. They, at least believed that 
the common was an important precondition for their independent livelihoods. As 
one of the petitioners put it, without the commons and its resources, ‘my means of 
living would be gone, as I simply depend on a few head of stock for my family’s 
subsistence’.68

Conclusion

Conceptually and materially the commons were an ambiguous socio-economic 
space on the borders of the world of the commodity. As such, they presented a 
living challenge to private property and commodity relations. Part of a vernacular 
economy during the nineteenth century, the commons allowed the persistence of 
modes of existence that challenged the hegemony of the commodity form – the 
‘cell-form’ of capitalism, as Marx termed it.69 Really, until all avenues of escape 
from wage labour were closed down, Australian society was only half-heartedly 
capitalist in character. Thus, right on cue, in the early 1890s, at the start of the 
process that Macintyre and others have characterised as the ‘hardening’ of the 
class structure, the wholesale resumption of common land began in earnest.70 
In 1892, when the Deniliquin Town Council wrote to the Secretary of Lands 
communicating its recent resolution that ‘it is desirable that a short Act of 
Parliament be introduced … to provide for the cutting up of the commons’, it did 
so ‘with a full knowledge of your [the Secretary for Lands] determination to cut 
up the various country commons’.71 As the history of the twentieth century would 
teach, without the commons wage labour was made that much more compulsory, 
and market relations became that much more totalitarian.

68  Crown Lands. (Return Respecting Application by Messrs. Robson and Schofield for Annual 
Leases at Nundle and Grant for Common for Residents of Happy Valley.), V&PNSWLA, 1892-3, 
vol. 8, pp.749-61, no.11 [Enclosure], no.18, no. 22.
69  Karl Marx, Capital, London, Penguin, 1976, p. 90.
70  Stuart Macintyre, The Oxford History of Australia. vol. 4. 1901-1942. The Succeeding Age, 
Melbourne, Oxford University Press, 1986, p. 45. 
71  Common At Deniliquin. (Correspondence Respecting), no. 3, p. 887.
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Counting the Days – Historical entitlements to Rest 
Days in Western cultures

Rob Hitchcock

Hence! Home, you idle creatures, get you home
Is this a holiday? What, know you not?1

Comparisons of wages or employment conditions can be dangerous things. 
Governments and politicians can get quite nervous about them. Bosses often don’t 
like them at all. Unless, of course, the comparison turns out to be favourable. 
For example, the current minimum wage in the USA is $5.15 per hour or about 
AUD$6.80 on current exchange rates.2 In Britain it is £5.05 per hour or about 
AUD$12.60.3 In Australia, of course, it is AUD$12.75 under our late lamented 
Award system.4 But economists would argue that an accurate comparison should 
take into account not just the wage levels but also what that money will actually 
buy in any given economy. They call this concept Purchasing Power Parity and 
usually come up with a basket of common staple consumer products like bread, 
and milk, and fresh fruit and vegetables or even Big Macs to compare with average 
earnings. Unfortunately this has its problems too. The relative tax rates may distort 
the picture. As may subsidies for certain products. Even natural disasters can get 
in the way, witness, for example, the effects of the 2006 cyclone in Queensland, 
where the hourly rate of pay for an unskilled adult worker in Australia equalled 
about four bananas.

There is, however, another approach to the problem of comparing working 
conditions – across workplaces, and between countries and even between workers 
in different historical periods – an approach which relies on the only truly common 
element in all of the above comparisons – Time.

Time is not only central to all economic systems of production and distribution, 
it is also the only ultimate measure of their effectiveness. A system of work which 
does not meet the basic needs of a human society does not survive, and neither 
does the society itself. Individual humans engage in the same test, make the same 
temporal calculations – if the work does not meet their needs, then sooner or later, 
either they or the work will stop, collapse, cease to function. In modern terms we 
call this the Work/Life balance. In fact it has probably been going on since the first 
hunters and gatherers starting chasing antelope. 

In modern western economies, Time underpins both the method by which 
workers are separated from the products of their own labour and also the means by 
which the rewards for that labour are calculated. Put simply, most modern workers 

1 Julius Caesar 1:1:1-3.
2  USA Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) (1938) last amended as of 1 September 1997.
3  UK National Minimum Wage Act 1998.
4  Australian Industrial Relations Commission Safety Net Review Decision (PR002005) 7 June 2005.

197



198  The Time of Their Lives

are not paid for the work that they actually do, but instead they are paid for the 
time they are ‘at work’. Even when this is not strictly true, as in the case of the 
professional classes and many contractors, there is still an effort made to at least 
maintain the illusion that they are charging ‘by the hour’ or ‘by the day’. But there 
is another sense in which Time finds expression in our work/life equations – as 
working time and non-working time. Comparisons of the number of working hours 
between countries, or industries, or across historical periods are not uncommon. 
But, as anyone who has ever done a Time and Wages check will tell you, counting 
the hours alone will not give you a clear picture of an employee’s work time – it 
is necessary to count the days as well, both the number of days at work and the 
number off work. In this chapter, I shall concentrate on the latter – the need, if not 
the right, in whatever form, for human beings to rest. 

Rest Days

Rest Days (days on which people do not work) are arguably the most important 
form of public and personal wealth that exists in any society. Despite what our 
bosses may want us to think, many people do not work for the sake of work, or to 
make themselves or their employers rich. They work to buy, if possible, the basic 
necessities of life and a few extras and then look forward to their next break from 
work, whether it be the next weekend, or public holiday or their annual fishing trip. 
In fact, the nature and number of Rest Days to which a worker is entitled provides 
one of the best measures of comparison of employment conditions between cultures 
and across historical periods. While the measurement of the price of labour or the 
price of bread is subject to almost endless variables, a day off work remains a day 
off work across history and across cultures. 

This is not to say however that there have not been dramatic changes in the 
number, form and content of Rest days in western cultures over the last two 
thousand years. There have been many changes, some clever, some quite brutal. 
So perhaps it is best to start with the Romans. 

Not that the early Romans were particularly good at counting the days before 
Julius Caesar reformed their calendar in 46BC. Indeed Caesar himself, when asked 
why the early Romans had used a 10 month calendar with only 304 days in the 
year, is said to have replied that his forebears were simple folk who saw no good 
reason to count the days over the winter months when they didn’t do any work.5 
He may only have been half joking. He had seen how the Egyptians had built their 
society around the accurate measurement and understanding of the passage of 
Time – how they could accurately predict the annual inundation of the river Nile 
and then organize and transport large numbers of otherwise idle labourers every 
year from their flooded fields to the construction sites of the great temples and 
pyramids of Giza, Karnac and Thebes. And they had built a civilization which had 
flourished for nearly 3,000 years without the use of money, or oil. (Although they 
did have beer, and there is even some evidence that the skilled artisans employed 
as carpenters, stonemasons and draftsmen on the design and construction of the 
royal tombs in the Valley of the Kings worked an eight hour day).6 Little wonder 

5  Plutarch of Chaeronea, Life of Julius Caesar, Chp. 59, pp. 1-15.
6  Barbara S. Lesko, ‘Rank, Roles and Rights’ in Leonard H. Lesko (ed.), Pharaoh’s Workers, Ithaca, 
Cornell University Press, 1994, p. 22
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then, that when Caesar returned home to Rome, he introduced the reforms to the 
Roman calendar which we still basically use today.

The Roman civil calendar recognized two basic types of days – dies fasti and 
nefasti – or literally, rightful days and wrongful days. Rightful days were the days 
for doing business, hearing claims in courts of law and performing civil works. 
Wrongful days on the other hand were days set aside for public games (Ludi) and 
religious festivals (Feriae) when work was either relaxed or suspended. However, 
these days did not extend to the slaves who formed the backbone of the Roman 
economy. This may explain how the economy could continue to function as the 
number of days off steadily increased over time. Then again, the servile classes 
of our own modern economy also tend to have to work on weekends and Public 
Holidays. 

Ludi tended to run for a number of days – not unlike the sporting festivals of 
today – although perhaps slightly more bloodthirsty than modern tastes would 
allow. By the time of Claudius (41-54 AD) there were at least 93 days devoted 
to games at the public expense.7 In today’s terms that is the equivalent of ten 
Test matches per year, 12 One day Internationals, 22 Home and Away AFL games 
and the full complement of Finals matches every September. But this was not the 
end of the Bread and Circuses. There were also at least 45 religious festivals and 
holy days (including Lupercalia, Parilia, Cerialia, Vinalia, Vestalia, Matronalia, 
Volcanalia and Saturnalia) and also a number of secular holidays to celebrate 
victories and triumphs over a host of real and imaginary enemies. With the 
emergence of the Roman Emperors the making of public holidays became part of 
the Imperial powers. The Emperor Augustus added a day off to celebrate his own 
birthday and subsequent Emperors of course did likewise. It has been estimated 
that there were at least 159 public holidays by the time of Claudius and perhaps as 
many as 180 by the middle of the third century AD.8

There was no concept of a seven day week in the early Roman calendar and 
hence no concept of weekends. The idea of the seven day week was an invention 
of the Assyrians or the Babylonians and was familiar to the Romans from at least 
the time of the Emperor Augustus, but initially it was only used as a method of 
counting the days, with each day numbered simply from one to seven. The naming 
of the days according to the ancient astrological order of the planets only came in 
slowly and was not officially adopted until the time of the Emperor Constantine 
in around 321AD. As a semi-converted Christian, Constantine took the idea one 
step further and formally prohibited work on a Sunday, it being the Lord’s day of 
Rest – although he did allow some room for farmers to milk their cows and feed 
their presumably unconverted stock. Interestingly, there is also some evidence 
that Christian employers of the period, at least, considered it moral to extend the 
Sunday as a day of rest to their own slaves.9

7  The six most important annual games were dedicated to Apollo (July 6-13), Ceres (April 12-19), 
Flora (April 28 – May 3), Cybele (April 4-10), the Ludi Romani (September) and the Ludi Plebeii 
(November).
8  Jerome Carcopino, Daily Life in Ancient Rome: the people and the city at the height of the Empire, 
(Vie quotidienne à Rome à l’apogée de l’empire) Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1991, p. 226.
9  ‘All magistrates, city-dwellers and artisans’ decreed Constantine in 321AD, ‘are to rest on the 
venerable day of the Sun, though country-dwellers may without hindrance apply themselves to 
agriculture ... The day celebrated by the veneration of the Sun should not be devoted to the swearing 
and counter-swearing of litigants, and their ceaseless brawling.’ (from Eusebius Vita Constantini IV, 
8, 14 quoted in Michael Grant, The Emperor Constantine, London, Weidenfeld and Nicolson, p. 184).
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Saxon England

It was probably Germanic Roman mercenaries who took the order of the days of 
the week back with them to their homelands and gave them local names matching 
the Roman gods. Certainly the English Saxons were already familiar with the 
seven day week when the Christian missionaries arrived in the sixth and seventh 
centuries AD. It is unclear however whether they actually observed any particular 
day as a day of rest and it is quite possible that the prospect of a regular day off 
work was a major inducement for pagan workers to come over to the new religion. 
Hence it is quite possible that the introduction of a regular day off work each week 
was at least partly responsible for the conversion of the Saxon people of England 
to Christianity. 

The power to order and control days of rest was certainly seen as an important 
role of any good Saxon king who aspired to the past glories of the Roman Empire. 
Indeed, the laws of the early Saxon kings would seem to indicate that they were 
fixated with only two major issues – the fixing of Holy Days as days of rest 
(including Sundays) and the setting of Wergild payments (or fines) for breaches of 
the civil order. The Laws of King Ine of the West Saxons, dated around 694 AD, 
make a number of provisions regarding work on a Sunday:

3.  If a slave works on Sunday at his master’s command, he is to be 
free, and the master is to pay 30 shillings as a fine.

1.1 If, however, the slave works without his master’s knowledge, he 
is to be flogged.

3.2 If then, a freeman works on that day, without his lord’s command, 
he is to forfeit his freedom.10

It would appear that the Saxon servant or slave did better than their Roman 
forebears and the relative prices of the penalties payable for non-compliance are 
also quite revealing. The 30 shilling fine that the master is expected to pay if 
he instructs his slave to work on a Sunday is the same fine exacted for failing 
to christen a new-born infant within 30 days of its birth. The importance of not 
working on the Lord’s Day is thus equated with the importance of baptism in the 
Saxon mind. Baptism provided the ticket to Heaven for Christians in the Middle 
Ages – by placing Sunday observance on the same level, the king was linking 
work and salvation into the same temporal equation. For the commoners, the irony 
of losing ones freedom for working on a day of rest was probably not lost or 
forgotten either.

The fact that the economic and social system of the Saxons allowed for at least 
one day in seven to be taken off work was also a tacit recognition that their largely 
agrarian economy was heavily dependent on manual labour to plough the fields, 
sew the seeds and harvest the crops on which everyone depended – recognition, 
in fact, that the people, just like the God they now worshipped, needed a rest from 
hard work on a regular basis. By the time of Alfred the Great in 871AD another 
form of Rest day had entered the legal system – Saints Days:

10  Laws of Ine (c.688-694AD), in D.Whitelock (ed.), English Historical Documents, vol. 1, London, 
Oxford University Press, 1979 p. 399.
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43. These days are to be given to all free men, but not to slaves 
or unfree labourers: 12 days at Christmas, and the day on which 
Christ overcame the devil [15 February], and the anniversary of St 
Gregory [12 March], and seven days at Easter and seven days after, 
and one day at the feast of St Peter and St Paul [29 June], and in 
harvest-time the whole week before the feast of St Mary and one 
day at the feast of All Saints [1 November].11 

The total number of holy days in this list is 37 days off work. Allowing for three 
or four Sundays which would fall within that collection in any given annual cycle, 
the number of holy days including Sundays would have totaled around 85 each 
calendar year – an impressive number for an agrarian society so heavily dependent 
upon manual human labour for survival. 

If one also adds the period during the winter months of January/February when, 
according to commentators of the time, the ground was frozen so hard that little or 
no work was done (rather like the ancient Romans), then the number of rest days 
probably amounted to around 120 or more in any given year. 

It should be noted that people in Saxon times were not paid for their Holy Days 
off work. The practice of paying people for Public Holidays appears to have started 
in the construction industry in the late Middle Ages, where labourers employed 
on the King’s work began to be paid for every second Holy day that fell during 
their contract of employment. This new development may well have reflected the 
labour market power of skilled labour in the period after the Black Death when at 
least a third of the country’s working population was wiped out.

More Holy Days, including Ascension Day and the great feast of Whitsuntide 
were added by the Norman kings and a number of local saints’ days and fair days 
were added by local Bishops throughout the Middle Ages, up to the time of the 
Reformation. Some estimates put the figure as high as sixty Holy Days and fair 
days in some regions of Europe by the end of the fifteenth century AD.12

The Tudor Razor Gangs

Henry VIII should not only be remembered for the dissolution of marriages and 
monasteries. He also began the process of the dissolution of Public Holidays. The 
Tudors had a definite dislike of Saints, especially the minor Catholic saints, but 
an even greater dislike of the Holy Days which were attached to them. Holy Days 
were linked clearly in contemporary Protestant minds with the Church of Rome 
and did not fit in easily with their equally intense dislike of idleness. A petition 
to Parliament drawn up by Thomas Cromwell in 1532, at the suggestion of King 
Henry, attacked the Bishops for enacting laws without consulting the King or the 
Commons and made a particular point of criticizing the number of holidays which 
were ‘injurious to trade and agriculture’.13

Having established the King’s authority over the English Church, Cromwell’s 

11  Laws of Alfred (c.885-899AD), Ibid. p. 416. 
12  L.W. Cowie and John Selwyn Gummer. The Christian Calendar: A complete guide to the seasons 
of the Christian year telling the story of Christ and the Saints from Advent to Pentacost, London, 
Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1974.
13  Commons petition to Henry VIII – supplication to the ordinaries – presented by the Commons to 
the King on 18 March 1532. Emphasis added.
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Ten Articles and subsequent Injunctions of 153614 not only effectively asserted the 
primacy of scripture over the rules of the Church but also abolished a number of 
Saints’ Days and Holy Days in the English calendar. Conservative historians are 
generally coy about how the general populace felt about this sudden reduction 
in their allocated Rest days but the outright rebellions in the North and East of 
England which immediately followed the introduction of these reforms suggests 
that the cuts in employment conditions may well have fuelled popular resentment 
to the broader religious changes. 

With the effective privatisation of the monasteries, however, much of the 
economic power of the Church was broken, the rebellions were brutally suppressed 
and, while Henry himself seems to have backed off a bit in his reforming zeal 
in the last years of his reign, in 1552 his son Edward VI, introduced legislation 
through Parliament setting the number of Holy Days in the annual calendar at a 
maximum of 28, together with Sundays, and making it clear ‘that no other day 
shall be kept and commanded to be kept holy day, or to abstain from lawful bodily 
labour.’15 These reductions brought the annual rest day count back down to around 
80 or about the same number as at the time of the Saxon King Alfred, 700 years 
before. 

Bank Holidays

The number of religious holidays in England remained relatively stable over the 
next several centuries although, as Commerce and Trade increased in importance 
in the English economy and the Protestant ideal of personal salvation through 
faith, rather than through devotion to ritual became further entrenched, the 
observance of Saints’ Days and Holy Days became less strictly enforced and 
more a matter of individual conscience. Gradually, as industrialization took hold, 
the individual’s faith became more and more subordinate to the attitude of the 
individual’s employer as to which Holy Days were to be observed and which were 
to be conveniently ignored.

There was, however, during this time, a steady increase in the number of 
secular holidays. The King’s birthday became a matter of routine celebration, as 
did Guy Fawkes day, the day commemorating the decapitation of Charles II, and, 
presumably to balance this out, the day celebrating the restoration of the Monarchy. 
In London, the Lord Mayor’s day got a guernsey, as did a day to commemorate the 
Great Fire of 1666. By the middle of the eighteenth century most businesses closed 
their doors on around 40 holidays during the year, with banks and Government 
offices tending to lead the way on which days to close and which to stay open. In 
1761, for example, the Bank of England observed a total of 47 holidays.16

By the beginning of the nineteenth century, however, pressure had begun to 
build on the Bank of England, as the leading financial institution of the day, to stay 
open more often to allow people more opportunity to cash bills of exchange and 
promissory notes – which were a common form of commercial transaction at the 
time. In 1830, the Directors of the Bank took the decision to reduce the number 

14  See Henry Gee and William John Hardy (eds), Documents Illustrative of English Church History, 
London, Macmillan, 1914, pp. 269-274.
15  Edward VI, c.3, 1552 (Stat. Realm, IV, 132). Emphasis added.
16  Bank of England Archive. Private correspondence.
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of observable Holy Days from 42 to 18. In 1834, the Directors decided to further 
reduce the number to just four: Good Friday, 1 May, 1 November and Christmas 
Day. Just to show that they meant business, the Holy Days in May and November 
were used for the half-yearly balancing of the ledgers. Most major companies and 
government offices quickly followed suit and the practice soon spread across most 
of the factories and workshops of industrial England.

Colonial Heritage

It was this legacy of Commerce before humanity and no rest for the wicked which 
was transported to the Australian colonies in the 1830s and 1840s. Sundays were 
still regarded as a sacred day off work but without pay and the number of Public 
Holidays in Victoria in 1856 was mainly restricted to religious and ceremonial 
occasions. Self-government provided some relief – Melbourne Cup day was added 
in the mid-1870s, still the only Public Holiday to fall in the Antipodean Spring. 
Labour Day followed soon after in 1879, and Australia Day was made a public 
holiday in all colonies in 1888. Still a long way short of the Saxon serfs and a very 
long way short of the Ancient Romans.

But, of course, we have our modern compensations – the twentieth century 
gave us our Weekends and our Annual Leave provisions. But our Annual leave is 
an earned entitlement – we must work the days in order to get the days off – and 
a matter of classification too, increasingly subject to contracts of employment 
– permanent or casual worker, of service or for service. And the evidence is 
that fewer Australians are classified as being entitled to Annual leave and more 
Australians are not taking Annual leave even when they have earned it.17 As for 
Weekends – the evidence is even more startling - ABS statistics from November 
2003 indicate that 42 per cent of the Australian workforce worked at least one 
Saturday or Sunday in the previous fortnight and that figure has been steadily 
increasing since at least 1997.18

It would seem that every period in European history, where Governments or 
other powerful interest groups have reduced the number of rest days, for whatever 
reason, has been followed by a period (usually longer) in which the number of 
rest days has gradually crept up again. This is not really all that surprising. Homo 
Sapiens as a species has not evolved all that much in the last two thousand years. 
The human organism cannot and will not work every day of its life. We need our 
sleep and our rest days as much now as we ever did. And we should not be afraid to 
take them. It is not bad economics. France is the country with the shortest working 
week in the Western world. It is also the country with the highest productivity rates 
per worker.19 

It is clear that in modern Western economies, the designation of a particular 
day (such as Sunday) as a collective rest day has gradually lost ground to a more 
individualised approach, reflecting the pressure of Commerce and Consumerism. 
But the recognition of the need for regular days of rest within work cycles has not 
gone away. The European Working Time regulations, which have been adopted by 

17  Expedia.com.au 2006 Annual Leave Survey.
18  Australian Bureau of Statistics – Labour Force Statistics November 2003.
19  OECD Factbook 2006 Economic, Environmental and Social Statistics – OECD, 2006. See also 
Martine Durand et al., ‘The 35 hour week’ in OECD Observer, October 2004.
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the UK and are now in force across Europe, are built upon the idea of at least one 
rest day in every seven work days (averaged over 14 days), reinforced by a cap 
of 48 hours in a working week (averaged over 17 weeks). There is no designated 
collective rest day and hence no guarantee of weekends as such, but the concept of 
a sequence of work days followed by rest is still clearly entrenched in the European 
system of production and distribution. 

When the great philosopher Emperor Marcus Aurelius (161 – 180AD) decided 
to revise the working year in the Roman calendar he hit upon the figure of 230 
working days, leaving 135 public holidays20 – which happens to be exactly equal to 
52 Weekends, 11 Public Holidays and 4 Weeks Annual Leave per year. Something, 
perhaps, for us to seriously consider as we count the days and the years ahead. 

20  Jerome Carcopino, Daily Life in Ancient Rome: the People and the City At the Height of the 
Empire. Edited with Bibliography and Notes by Henry T Rowell, Middlesex, Penguin, 1991, p. 227.



A Political Economy of Labour Time

Drew Cottle, Angela Keys and Helen Masterman-Smith

This chapter examines time in relation to labour: how employers have appropriated 
time from their employees, and the phenomenon of workers resisting this through 
forms of time ‘banditry’. With Australians already working some of the longest 
hours in the western world, the potential consequences of the new industrial 
relations legislation – which emphasises individual contracts and performance 
– are considered.

Labour time has long been subjected to scrutiny by employers such as Henry Ford, 
who sought to discipline and increase the speed at which employees performed their 
work duties. For those who wanted to examine and understand the functioning of 
capitalism, labour use and time were critical. E.P. Thompson’s 1967 study of time 
and work discipline, for example, analysed the appropriation of workers’ time. 
Thompson’s study detailed the methods emergent capitalists used to overcome 
working-class resistance to time discipline.1 This chapter attempts to examine the 
social consequences of time discipline for twenty-first century workers. Do long 
working hours represent the theft of workers’ time from realms outside that of 
production? How much is robbed from meeting the human needs of reproduction 
and connectedness, and to what effect?

Karl Marx’s idea of alienation considered the dehumanisation and degradation of 
societies that perceive ‘capitalism as second nature’.2 Alienation, however, is always 
partial and contested. Most workers do use time in the workplace to engage socially.3 
Indeed, organisational behaviour studies indicate that workers expend considerable 
energy using their employers’ time and resources for personal ends.4 While these 
studies usually describe this behaviour as ‘deviant’ or ‘counterproductive’, they also 
register an underworld of time reclamation. In fact, this phenomenon is necessary 
for the social reproduction of the working class upon which capital depends; for 
the labour which workers bring to the workplace is created and sustained outside it. 
The material reality of working class life means that the boss may dictate the rules 
and hire and fire, but there operates at another level an alternative time economy, 
underscored by a moral economy of time, which stems from the imperatives of 
workers’ lives not wholly lived within, or at the behest of, the market economy. 

1 E.P. Thompson, ‘Time, Work Discipline and Industrial Capitalism’, Past and Present, no. 38, 1967, 
pp. 56-97.
2 P. Beilharz, ‘George Seddon and Karl Marx: Nature and Second Nature’, Thesis Eleven, vol. 74, no. 
1, 2003, p. 21.
3 M. Donaldson, Taking our time: remaking the temporal order, Nedlands, WA, University of 
Western Australia Press, 1996; B. Pocock, ‘Who’s a worker now? And what does it mean for 
Australian politics?’ paper presented at the Reworking work: proceedings of the 19th conference of 
the Association of Industrial Relations Academics of Australia and New Zealand, Sydney, University 
of Sydney, 2005.
4  D.R. Nolan, ‘Privacy and Profitability in the Technological Workplace’, Journal of Labor Research, 
24, 2, Spring, 2003, pp. 207-232.
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Established in 1856, the struggle for an eight-hour working day in Australia was 
an early instance of working people’s resistance to the subjection of their time 
to the imperatives of capital. Davison contends that ‘Australian workingmen 
supported shorter hours on moral and economic, rather than political grounds’.5 
Can the political so easily be separated from the moral and economic? Working 
class struggles for control over time are synonymous with battles for social 
inclusion and genuine democracy, all of which are implicitly political.6 Although 
the campaign for eight hours of work, rest and recreation acknowledged the time 
needed for social reproduction, Bittman and Brown argue that the conventional 
eight hour division:

presumed a masculine worker with an ‘economically inactive’ 
wife, and today we aware of the need to acknowledge an extra set 
of category activities – that is, ‘work’ can either be paid, ‘market’ 
work or unpaid, ‘non-market’ work. … Modifying the slogan to read 
‘eight hours for market work, eight hours for nonmarket work, eight 
hours for rest and eight hours for play’ runs up against the obvious 
constraint, that meeting this demand requires eight more hours than 
there are in a day.7

The campaign for an eight-hour working day has now been confined to the past. 
With globalisation and the increased mobility of labour, as well as the movement 
of some corporations overseas to take advantage of cheap labour in developing 
countries, workers are under significant pressure to adhere to the dictates of 
employers.

In the area of labour history, there is little exploration of the meaning of labour 
time. As Wahidin and Moss observe:

Throughout the literature on time there is an omission of the 
qualitative dimension in relation to the abstract ordering of time. 
Clearly there are some key exceptions. Time is a salient aspect of 
the everyday. However, we fail to acknowledge its significance until 
we run out of time or have become aware that time has passed.8

Time is more than a factor of production; it is part of a regime of labour control 
and exploitation. Donaldson and others have examined the increasing usurpation 
of workers’ time as a consequence of the relentless surplus labour demands of 
industrial capitalism.9 Bourdieu depicts ordinary lives wherein time has been taken 
from working people.10 His work outlines the myriad ways in which this structural 
violence begets increasing levels of internalised violence within the working class. 

5  G. Davison, The Unforgiving Minute: How Australia Learned to Tell the Time, Melbourne, Oxford 
University Press, 1993, p. 91.
6  E.M. Wood, Democracy Against Capitalism: Renewing Historical Materialism, Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 1995; M. Donaldson, Taking our time.
7  M. Bittman and J. Brown, J. ‘Reconciling work and family: Do we need more hours in a day?’ 
paper presented at the New Standards for New Times? The 8-Hour Day and Beyond Conference, 
University of Melbourne, Carlton, 22-23 June, 2006.
8  A. Wahidin and D. Moss, ‘Women Doing and Making Time: Reclaiming Time’, International 
Journal of Sociology and Social Policy, vol. 24, no. 6, 2004, p. 78.
9  E.P. Thompson, ‘Time, Work Discipline and Industrial Capitalism’; I. Meszaros, Beyond Capital: 
Towards a Theory of Transition, London, Merlin, 1995; M. Donaldson, Taking our time.
10  P. Bourdieu, The Weight of the World: Social Suffering in Contemporary Society, Cambridge, 
Polity, 1999.
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Bourdieu explains this in terms of a life time of social suffering unfolding because 
workers’ time is rarely their own; workers’ alienation is turned in on themselves. 
The resilience of capital is based on the blood, bodies, minds and time of workers, 
that is, it literally snatches their life time. 

The ideological hegemony of capitalist prescriptions of time demands a 
rethinking of the ordinary, of what time means and how it is measured.11 In a sense 
what is called for is a social anthropology of time that demystifies prescriptions 
and assumptions underpinning the ‘collateral damage’ of the capitalist mode of 
production and its colonisation of workers time.12

Time theft calls into question the ways in which time is mis-measured. Today 
workers are categorized according to capital’s clock as either time rich or time 
poor.13 What meaning and use do such definitions offer for understanding human 
time? This is not a measure of what workers forgo or are forced to sacrifice, but 
rather of the tyranny of such measurements. Little sense can be made through 
these classifications of the violence done to working people’s lives.

Theories of alienation provide a useful standpoint from which to deconstruct the 
naturalisation of labour time. McQueen revisited the three main forms of alienation 
identified by Marx: the commodification of labour power and its devaluation 
to a mere instrument, rather than a creative and fulfilling endeavour; labour’s 
alienation from the products of labour, relating to notions of commodity fetishism; 
and alienation from species being or what it means to be human as a consequence 
of the conflict between labour and capital.14 He argues that contemporary efforts to 
better distribute working time by reducing involuntary long and short hours and 
winning better leave provisions sidestep the issue of alienation. Struggling for 
meaningful, creative and a truly democratic use and control of working time in the 
context of eroding minimum conditions and wages may be seen as an industrial 
relations luxury or as a platform for ‘transforming the meaning that work has for 
society’.15 

Moreover, that which is forgone by the chaining of workers’ time to capital must 
also be accounted for. Is spending a month per year of a worker’s life in commuter 
traffic the ‘journey to work’, or the shortening of a worker’s life by capital?16 Is a 
job fatality simply an unfortunate mishap or a crime of capital that has devoured a 

11  C.W. Mills, The Sociological Imagination, New York, Oxford University Press, 1959; R. Laing, 
‘The Obvious’, in H.W. Ruitenbeek (ed.), Going Crazy: The Radical Therapy of R.D. Laing and 
Others, New York, Bantam, 1972 [1968]; E. Zaretsky, Capitalism, the Family and Personal Life, 
London, Pluto Press, 1976; J. Berger, Ways of Seeing, London, Pelican, 1979; D. Smith, The 
Everyday World As Problematic: A Feminist Sociology, London, Open University Press, 1988; F. 
Braudel, Structures of Everyday Life: Civilization and Capitalism 15th-18th Century, Los Angeles, 
University of California Press, 1992; I. Meszaros, Beyond Capital; M. Tebbutt, Women’s Talk? A 
Social History of ‘Gossip’ in Working Class Neighbourhoods, 1880-1960, Aldershot, UK, Scolar 
Press, 1995; P. Bourdieu, The Weight of the World.
12  R. Frankenberg, ‘Anthropology and the Politics of Time’, Time and Society, vol. 3, no. 1, 
February, 1994, pp. 117-128; J. Postill, ‘Clock and Calendar Time: A Missing Anthropological 
Problem’, Time and Society, vol. 11, no. 2, 2002, pp. 251-270.
13  U. Beck, The Brave New World of Work, Oxford, Polity Press, 2002.
14  H. McQueen, ‘Killing Time: Alienation Theories in an Era of Chronic Under-Employment and 
Over Work’, Working Paper 71, November, 2001. Australian Centre for Industrial Relations Research 
and Training, Sydney, pp. 9-13. http://www.acirrt.com/O01P002/A01/V01/_Assets/_Documents/
WP72.pdf.
15  Ibid.
16  H. Masterman-Smith, ‘Capitalist (Mis)representations and the Political Economy of Working 
Class Women in Campbelltown’, Journal of Interdisciplinary Gender Studies, vol. 5, no. 1, June, pp. 
51-66, 2000.
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workers life time? Are we to consume, be silent and die? As McQueen observes:
In light of complaints about the encroachments of work time on 
life, we have to consider how much of the worker’s time and mental 
energy will be available for a participatory democracy. If the in-put 
is during working hours, will this impinge on productivity? If the 
consultations happen after hours, they will reduce the time available 
for socialising or family.17

Donaldson, too, offers a detailed examination of how the increasing harnessing 
of people’s time and energy to the labour market and related activities (such as 
travel, work-related ill-health, training and education) reduces their capacity for 
other non-market, community oriented activities and the exercise of their political 
agency.18 

Fundamentally, these analyses contest the artificial division of working time 
and non-working time. The organisation and effects of time spent engaged in 
production and social reproduction (biological, daily, generational and structural) 
are inextricably connected meaningful social activities. Time for the unpaid 
labours of daily, material and emotional sustenance, childbearing and raising, 
neighbouring, cultural and spiritual transmission – labours that underpin workers 
survival must also be interrogated.19 Examinations of the political economy of 
caring have recognised time use issues in relation to aspects of social reproduction.20 
Folbre, for example, notes the costs of social reproduction:

include direct expenditures on behalf of dependents such as children, 
the sick, the disabled, and the elderly. They also include the costs 
of time devoted to the care of these individuals, and to the daily 
maintenance of adults.21

Yet, Seabrook and others suggest we are almost psychically numbed to how 
time operates.22 When Seabrook talks of the victims of development, he is also 
examining the theft of working people’s time around the world. He talks of how 
people make do with the stealing of their time and its emotional effects on their 
lives. Not only is there no time for material existence, but the time for caring, 

17  H. McQueen, ‘Killing Time’.
18  M. Donaldson, Taking our time. See also J. Wilkinson and M. Bittman, ‘Volunteering: the Human 
Face of Democracy’, Discussion Paper 114, January, SPRC, Sydney, UNSW, 2002; O. Levin-
Waldman, ‘The Minimum Wage and the Cause of Democracy’, Review of Social Economy, vol. 61, 
no. 4, December 2003, pp. 487-510; A.S. Bhalla and F. Lapeyre, Poverty and Exclusion in a Global 
World, Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2004; S. King, J. Bellamy and C. Donato-Hunt, ‘The Cost 
of Volunteering: A Report on a National Survey of Emergency Management Sector Volunteers’, 
Policy Unit, Parramatta, NSW, Anglicare, 2006. Accessed on 12/01/07 at: http://www.ema.gov.au/
agd/EMA/rwpattach.nsf/VAP/(A80860EC13A61F5BA8C1121176F6CC3C)~AEMVF_Report2006_
LoRes.pdf/$file/AEMVF_Report2006_LoRes.pdf.
19  B. Campbell, Wigan Pier Revisited: Poverty and Politics in the Eighties, London, Virago, 1984; 
M. Donaldson, Time of our lives: labour and love in the working class, North Sydney, Allen and 
Unwin, 1991; M. Donaldson, Taking our time.
20  E. Zaretsky, Capitalism, the Family and Personal Life, London, Pluto Press, 1976; J. Williams, 
Unbending gender. Why family and work conflict and what to do about it, New York, OUP, 2000; 
A.R. Hochschild, The Commercialization of Intimate Life. Notes from Home and Work, Berkeley, 
University of California Press, 2003; B. Pocock, The Work/Life Collision. What Work is Doing to 
Australians and What to do About it, Sydney, Federation Press, 2003.
21  N. Folbre, Who Pays for the Kids? Gender and the Structures of Constraint, London, Routledge, 3, 1994.
22  T. Blackwell and J. Seabrook, A World Still To Win: The Reconstruction of the Post-War Working 
Class, London, Faber and Faber, 1985; J. Seabrook, Victims of Development: Resistance and 
Alternatives, London, Verso, 1993.
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solidarity and human connectedness more broadly vanishes. Which brings back 
into focus what it means to be human – the unprivileged are denied such thoughts 
or possibilities of becoming full beings. 

Increasingly workers are expected to be in time with capital but out of time 
in their own lives and for each other. The casualised ‘flexible’ worker commands 
considerable industrial analysis and comment, but the significance of living hour 
to hour for workers’ lives beyond the point of production is barely examined. Is all 
that is at stake a living wage or a wager with workers’ lives? 

Peel and others talk of the ceaseless labour time of working women – there are 
no time limits or ‘time off’ from the labour of social reproduction.23 The working to 
death of working class women through ceaseless reproductive labour is generally 
not understood as a crime of capital or as anything but a ‘natural’ function or 
expectation of their existence.24 The notion that the time of their lives could be 
anything different is unthinkable and unchangeable.

The structural tensions of social reproduction within capitalist market 
economies are experienced by women workers everywhere. In its latest report, the 
British Equal Opportunities Commission stated ‘increasing work intensification, 
particularly for women, [is] squeezing out time for caring and increasing illness 
and stress, leading to wider social costs’.25 More generally, increasing employee 
disengagement and absenteeism are attributable in large part to the denial of time 
sovereignty in the workplace.26 This report argues that fundamentally transforming 
workers’ control over labour time is essential to the sustainability and prosperity of 
the British economy and society. In part this report registers the time manifestations 
of the structural conflict between national and global capital. The British labour 
force is increasingly unable and/or unwilling to socially reproduce and produce 
goods and services at the same time.

Time theft is not simply the scourge of an individual worker, but a social 
malaise. The childcare worker who’s time is pressed into not only caring, but 
cleaning, is unable to ensure the safety of her charges or an adequate state of 
hygiene.27 The school cleaner who is rushed to ‘mop up’ after children is forced to 
compromise on public health standards.28 The domestic servant who has multiple 
‘McMansions’ to clean in one day simply pushes dirty water around the marble 
bench tops of the affluent.29 In mega-cities like London and Sydney, the working 
class are increasingly refusing or unable to frit away their lives in long commutes 

23  M. Peel, ‘Making a place: women in the ‘workers’ city’, Urban Research Program, Research 
School of Social Sciences, Canberra, Australian National University, 1993; B. Campbell,Wigan Pier 
Revisited; M. Bittman, J. Wajcman, ‘The Rush Hour: The Character of Leisure Time and Gender 
Equity’, Social Forces, vol. 79, no. 1, 2000, pp. 165-177; N. Folbre and M. Bittman, (eds), Family 
Time. The Social Organization of Care, London, Routledge, 2004.
24  S. Neysmith, M. Reitsma-Street, S. Baker Collins and E. Porter, ‘Provisioning: Thinking About 
All of Women’s Work’, Canadian Woman Studies, vol. 23, nos 3/4, 2004, pp. 192-198. Accessed on 6 
February 2007 at: http://web.uvic.ca/spp/documents/provwomencomm.pdf.
25  Equal Opportunities Commission. ‘Working Outside the Box: Changing Work to Meet the 
Future’, January, 2007, Equal Opportunities Commission, Manchester, 15. Accessed on 5 February 
2007 at: http://www.eoc.org.uk/PDF/working_outside_box.pdf.
26 Ibid.
27  F. Farouque, F. ‘Child-care giant told it can’t put blame on workers - ABC Learning’s appeal over 
runaway toddler rejected’, The Age, 4 May 2006, p. 5; E. Rush, ‘Child Care Quality in Australia’, 
Discussion Paper 84, April 2006, Canbera, The Australia Institute. www.tai.org.au.
28  J.D. Walsh, ‘Dirty schools, forgotten cleaners: the injuries of Victoria’s failed experiment in 
contract school cleaning’, North Melbourne, Liquor Hospitality and Miscellaneous Union, 2004.
29  B. Ehrenreich, Nickel and dimed: on (not) getting by in America, New York. Metropolitan Books, 2001.
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for low pay in order to service their class betters.30 The corollary of the time 
poverty of individual workers is public squalor.31

Wilkinson also draws links between individual and collective well-being.32 
The intensification of working time inevitably takes its toll on the occupational 
health of workers. South American born Gina was sentenced to a life of physical 
and emotional torment as a result of speed ups in her packing work at an inner 
Sydney clothing warehouse. Her over-use injury was never seen as a tangible and 
hidden injury of class on the job.33 

Working people’s everyday struggle for time sovereignty embroils them in 
a constant and contradictory battle between the world in which they are forced 
to survive and the world they are striving to imagine and win.34 The battle over 
time always entails partial victories and successes, compromises of the soul, 
and a diminution of the human spirit – what Bourdieu calls social suffering.35 
Nevertheless, workers can and do reclaim time stolen from them. Studies of 
symbolic sabotage and reclamation typically criminalise or pathologise such 
resistance.36 Few accounts share Thompson’s or James Scott’s perspective of such 
self-activity as ‘weapons of the weak’.37 Likewise, the strident and conscious 
direct action of syndicalists, such as the Industrial Workers of the World, is only 
ever a colourful labour anachronism bereft of any relevance to contemporary 
understandings of the political economy of time.38 

Time reclamation is often not heroic; sometimes it is simply symbolic. However 
it is ever recurring and underscores the social organisation of time in all contexts. 
In the face of work intensification and surveillance, workers manipulate official 
work schedules in accordance with their own calculations of what their time is 
worth. This hidden reckoning is played out in varied forms of time reclamation. 
These manifestations of the class struggle for time sovereignty is in essence a 
continuation of the subterranean, yet everyday, tradition of sabotage. Spectres 
of everyday refusals of time/work discipline are fleeting in Davison’s study.39 
James Cook observed that Aborigines displayed an ‘apparent carelessness about 
time’.40 Convict labourers appointed a ‘Hawk’ to signal an approaching overseer 

30  M. Davis, City of Quartz: Excavating the Future in Los Angeles, London, Verso, 1990; H.I. 
MacDonald, ‘Women’s Employment and Commuting: Explaining the Links’, Journal of Planning 
Literature, 13, 3, 1999, pp. 267-283.
31  J.K. Galbraith, The Affluent Society, London, Hamish Hamilton, 1958.
32  R. Wilkinson, The Impact of Inequality: How to Make Sick Societies Healthier, New York, The 
New Press, 2005.
33  R. Sennett and J. Cobb, The Hidden Injuries of Class, London, Faber, 1993.
34  J. Seabrook, Victims of Development.
35  P. Bourdieu, The Weight of the World.
36  K.B. Slora, ‘An empirical approach to determining employee deviance base rates’, Journal of 
Business and Psychology, vol. 4, no. 2, December 1989, pp. 199-219; J. Huiras, C. Uggen and B. 
McMorris, ‘Career Jobs, Survival Jobs, and Employee Deviance: A Social Investment Model of 
Workplace Misconduct’, The Sociological Quarterly, vol. 41, no. 2, March 2000, p. 245; M.L. 
Gruysand P.R. Sackett, ‘Investigating the Dimensionality of Counterproductive Work Behavior’, 
International Journal of Selection and Assessment, vol. 11, no. 1, 2003, pp. 30-42. http://www.
blackwell-synergy.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1468-2389.00224; D.R. Nolan, ‘Privacy and Profitability in 
the Technological Workplace’, Journal of Labor Research, vol. 24, no. 2, Spring 2003, pp. 207-232.
37  J.C. Scott, Weapons of the weak: everyday forms of peasant resistance, New Haven, Yale 
University Press, 1985.
38  I. Turner, Sydney’s Burning, Sydney, Alpha Books, 1969; V. Burgmann, Revolutionary Industrial 
Unionism: The Industrial Workers of the World in Australia, Cambridge, Cambridge University 
Press, 1995.
39  G. Davison, The Unforgiving Minute, pp. 141-2.
40  Ibid. p. 9.
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and a return to work.41 During the First World War workers were hostile to the 
introduction of time and motion studies. In the post war era time and motion 
studies became a human relations problem, such that a good time and motion 
practitioner needed to get around an ‘elusive mental obstruction called passive 
resistance’ by operatives.42 

Studs Terkel offers a more detailed collective portrait of the way in which 
workers time has been stolen.43 The thing workers most remember about their 
work is often their relationship to other workers, rather than their skills. However 
defined, wage labour is largely about the subordination of the creativity of all 
workers. Terkel presents the drab accounts of how people face alienated working 
lives – there is nothing heroic about it – it is about who turns on the lights, who 
makes the bed, who cooks the meals – why are they not creative? The reproduction 
and production of social life rests on the availability of time. 

Some workers compensate themselves for the theft of their time by re-
appropriating time and other social resources at work.44 Time-honoured tactics 
for limiting the extraction of worker’s surplus value – ‘down time’ - include 
absenteeism, go slows, work to rule, daydreaming, extending breaks, arriving late 
and leaving early. Modern office communication technology allows workers to 
subsidise their unpaid family and community management work through extensive 
time on email/phone contact, paying household bills, leisure time, and general 
socialising fellow workers. For example, Nolan contends that 

One recent report indicated that half of all online shopping takes 
place at work. Another survey found that nearly a quarter of the 
online communications at responding companies was not work 
related. The most commonly visited web sites were those dealing 
with news, sex, investments, entertainment, and sports.45 

Marx explained workers should be able to be hunters in the morning, philosophers 
in the afternoon and cooks in the evening.46 Time, like life under capital, has 
become segmented. To think otherwise is regarded as utopian. Capital organises 
the time machine, at workers expense. Workers must not dare to imagine that they 
could have such control over time. 

The new industrial relations legislation sweeps over and reinforces the 
naturalisation of the capitalist organisation of time. Citing the Old Testament, 
the Fair Pay Commissioner, Professor Ian Harper, extolled the virtues of a new 
industrial relations landscape where the time of employees and their employers 
is miraculously harmonised. Potential employees apparently have the great 
opportunity to determine how their time will be spent on the free and open market 
for labour. The employable elect will prosper and their time will be well spent 
even if casualised and precarious and in the absence of minimal conditions. As 
leading prophet of the ‘no pay’ commission, Harper presides over a regime that 

41  Ibid. p. 18.
42  Ibid. p. 132.
43  S. Terkel, Working: People Talk About What They Do All Day and How They Feel About What 
They Do, New York, Pantheon Books, 1974.
44  M. Donaldson, Taking our time; M. Donaldson, Time of our lives.
45  D.R. Nolan, ‘Privacy and Profitability’, p. 214.
46  K. Marx, Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, New York, International Publishers, 
1964 [1844].
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hands employers the total prerogative over workers’ time to be exploited. Secret 
reports which were suppressed by the Australian government indicate that time as 
a component of work has been re-classified by capital. Overtime, annual leave, 
public holidays, shift allowances and other measurements of time have been swept 
away.47 Time remains a perennial class question.

47  M. Davis, ‘Revealed: how AWAs strip work rights’, Sydney Morning Herald, 17 April 2007, p. 1.
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