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Abstract

This thesis is a study of the early history of the General Federation of Trade Unions
(GFTU) from their creation in 1899 until the events surrounding the 1926 general
strike. The GFTU were created by the Trades Union Congress (TUC) to bring
together all trade unions under one banner by acting as an arbitration committee for
industrial disputes and administrators of a national strike fund. They quickly grew to
be an autonomous organisation that worked alongside the TUC and the fledging
Labour Party, and briefly represented British trade unionists on the international
stage. Despite this central role, and a peak membership of more than 1.5 million
workers in the early 1920s, their contribution to the labour movement has been
largely ignored in favour of the much larger TUC. The GFTU was perhaps
marginalised due to being more of a committee than an organisation, and for its

moderation in industrial politics.

Although the principal aim of this thesis is to shed light on an ignored institution, it
also posits that an emotions history approach can offer a new lens with which to view
organisations. It uses the extensive archival records of the GFTU — including their
annual reports, management committee records, newspaper articles, special
investigative reports, and council meeting minutes — to reveal a more complex
reading of trade union politics and culture in the first three decades of the twentieth
century, and highlights the use of emotions as a way in which a sense of community
was formed. Although much of labour history has tended to focus on more
industrially militant organisations and high profile strikes as a way of understanding
the organised working class, considering the more conciliatory voices of trade union
organisations such as the GFTU reveals a more nuanced picture of the history of
British labour movement. This thesis uses a broad definition of emotions that
includes culture and experience, and uses five emotions to uncover more about the
people involved in the GFTU during this period: hope, friendship, patriotism,
exclusion, and hostility. Using these feelings as a lens reveals much about how the
GFTU constructed an idea of shared feelings and experiences that was intended as
a way of growing and maintaining their membership levels and support of their
policies.
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thinking about the workers in these pages — the dockers, the weavers, the gas
workers, the boilermakers — and their fight for basic rights to safety, fair pay,
and dignity at work, whilst our key workers — the nurses, the delivery drivers,
the cleaners, the tube drivers - were working in dangerous conditions, often
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gone through significant changes over the last one hundred years, but there is
still devastating continuity in low pay, precarity and under-appreciation.
Despite the gratitude and support that characterised the early days of the
pandemic, the swiftness with which our lowest-paid but most-valued workers
have been denied fairer conditions brings the need for collective action into

ever sharper relief.

Telling the stories of working-class people and their working environments
has never been more important, as is showing the imperative of fighting for
and maintaining work-based rights for greater safety, security, and fairness for

all.

This thesis is dedicated to all the key workers of the Covid-19 pandemic.
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Introduction

‘In trades federation there is the possibility of co-operation being taken advantage of

in some organised way that will bring us in closer touch and unity with one another’’

- James O’Grady, 1898

This thesis examines the early years of the General Federation of Trade Unions
(GFTU), from their inception in 1899 until the general strike of 1926. Founded by the
Trades Union Congress (TUC) to act as administrators of a centralised strike fund
and as an arbitration committee to intervene during industrial disputes, the GFTU
enjoyed a position of national authority alongside the TUC and the fledgling Labour
Party as part of the Joint Board until the first world war. The Joint Board was created
in 1908 so that the three national bodies could decide on all matters regarding the
labour movement as one collective voice. Their membership reached a peak of 1.5
million workers in 1921, and yet little attention has been given to understanding the
GFTU’s central role in the labour movement of the Edwardian period. This is likely
due to their loss of national influence in the 1920s, but also their aversion to
industrial militancy and socialism; labour historiography has tended to avoid the
more conciliatory organisations in the movement, in favour of giving attention to high
profile strikes and charismatically radical leaders. Whenever histories have been
written about more moderate organisations, they have tended to be top-down
organisational histories that have done little to uncover much about their trade union
culture; similarly, whenever biographies of notable labour leaders have been written,
their relationship with the GFTU has been frequently neglected or dispensed with in

a couple of sentences.?

Although there is an extensive body of research dedicated to the labour movement’s

history, the only full volume account of the GFTU is The History of the General

"TUC Annual Report, 1898, www.unionhistory.info, accessed 22 April 2019.

2 For an indicative example see, Sir William Richardson, A Union of Many Trades: The History of
USDAW (Manchester: USDAW, 1979); The most notable example is that of Ben Tillett, whose
biographer Jonathan Schneer wrote a comprehensive history of Tillett without mentioning the GFTU.
As this thesis will show, Tillett was a long-term member of the management committee and integral to
the organisation of the GFTU.



Federation of Trade Unions: 1899-1980 by Alice Prochaska published in 1982.3 This
book is a traditional institutional history that offers a broad overview of this
organisation’s activities during the twentieth century. However, because of its
ambitious chronological scope of more than eighty years, it lacks the depth and
nuance required to fully explore the contributions that the GFTU made to the labour
movement in the years covered by this thesis. In standard histories of British trade
unions, the GFTU is barely mentioned.* This thesis makes its central contribution to
labour history by building on the work of Prochaska and creating a foundation for
further studies of the organisation and its impact on the shifting politics and priorities

of trade unions in early 20th century Britain.

The thesis focuses on assessing the GFTU’s early history, from its inception in 1899
until their decisive change in direction after the general strike in 1926. It provides an
in-depth insight into the GFTU’s role in these dynamic years of profound industrial
changes that re-shaped the British political and social landscape. In the aftermath of
May 1926, many of the GFTU’s largest remaining affiliates seceded.® Although for
some their secessions were a result of financial strain on the individual trade unions
brought on by declining membership; for other unions, it was the GFTU’s reluctance
to support sympathy strikes, and the specific lack of support for the TUC'’s general
strike. Regardless, the GFTU chose to focus instead on specialising in
representation of smaller unions that had often been overshadowed by larger
affiliates of the TUC. The affiliates of the GFTU tended to be small and craft-based,
such as unions that organised in the textile and pottery industries. During the 1930s,

the GFTU began to use its influence to push for increased safety measures in the

3 Alice Prochaska, History of the General Federation of Trade Unions (London: George Allen and
Unwin, 1982).

4 Some examples of these standard trade union histories include: Hugh Armstrong Clegg, Alan Fox
and Arthur Thompson, A History of British Trade Unions since 1889, Volumes | — IlI (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1964, 1986, 1994); Henry Pelling, A History of British Trade Unionism
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1963); John Lovell, British Trade Unions 1875-1933 (London: Macmillan,
1977) Keith Laybourn, History of British Trade Unionism c. 1770-1990, (Stroud: Sutton, 1997); Chris
Wrigley (ed) A History of British Industrial Relations 1875-1914 (Brighton: Harvester, 1982); Alistair
Reid, United We Stand: A History of Britain’s Trade Unions (London: Penguin, 2005).

5 These included the Tailors’ and Garment Workers’ Trade Union, Shipconstructors and Shipwrights’
Association, the Boilermakers’ Union, the Stevedores and the London Society of Compositors (even
though the Compositors had refused to support the general strike). There had also been notable
secessions, such as the Amalgamated Society of Engineers, following the tumult of the Great Unrest
in which the GFTU struggled to financially support all claims for benefit.
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industries of its affiliates, to campaign for fairer unemployment insurance, and to

champion the cause of adult education.

Despite the concept of federation beginning with more socialist ideas of centralising
financial reserves, simplifying bureaucratic organisational structures, and tempering
the power of individual leaders in order to consolidate power within trade unions, the
GFTU never realised the national membership that had been envisioned for it in the
late 1890s. The GFTU itself quickly became a more moderate organisation that
vocally and decisively eschewed socialist politics. A detailed examination into how
and why this happened can shed much-needed light on the complexity of the labour
movement and its cultural politics in this period. In order to examine this ideological
transition, the thesis examines the GFTU’s actions, statements and publications
within the wider context of key events in early twentieth century Britain. Doing so
through the lens of emotions puts the focus on the role of individual personalities and
relationships within the GFTU. This is particularly useful when dealing with an
organisation that was ruled by committee, and largely by its general secretary,
because personal ideas, animosities, friendships and beliefs all play a crucial part in

understanding the GFTU’s organisational culture.

As the political landscape changed in Britain, so too did the fortunes of the GFTU,
and they were increasingly marginalised by larger, more industrially active trade
union organisations such as a Miners’ Federation of Great Britain (MFGB), an
increasingly powerful TUC, and the growing electoral success of the Labour Party.
After the first world war, the GFTU began to fade into a less influential role in
national trade unionism, and the leadership of the GFTU became vocal opponents of
the growing power of the Labour Party. The scope of this thesis ends at the
transitional point of the 1926 general strike, in which the GFTU’s last vestiges of

national influence quickly disintegrated.

How the GFTU — which was created on such a strong wave of hope for unity and
solidarity between trade unions — became a labour movement pariah in just twenty-
seven years will be explored through their use of emotions in their reports, articles,
minutes, and pamphlets. Each chapter carefully considers their use of these
particular emotions and feelings: hope, friendship, patriotism, hostility and exclusion.
Through highlighting the ways in which those emotions were portrayed and utilised

3



by the GFTU to construct shared feelings of kinship for their members, as well as
focusing on the events that the GFTU were involved with, | explore the way the
GFTU developed their rules around strike benefit and arbitration methods in the
context of trying to establish themselves as a national organisation; the role of
friendship in the construction of a trade union, and how the organisation’s records
can be mined for evidence of these emotional connections; how the GFTU navigated
the First World War and the notable contribution they made to ensuring servicemen
were paid adequately; the ways in which certain people were excluded from the
GFTU either overtly or more subtly; and finally, how the GFTU — and more
specifically the general secretary at the time — ultimately found themselves

disconnected from the wider labour movement.

In the following sections of this introduction, | critically review the shifting trends in
the writing of labour history. | then survey the historiography of emotions and how
academic engagement with emotions has become a crucial tool for understanding
the past. A summary of the methodology, sources, and structure of the thesis is then

followed by the five substantive chapters and conclusion.



Labour Histories

The origins of labour history began with a focus on trade unionism and organised
groups of working people, with particular attention having been paid to the causes
and effects of periods of industrial unrest that shaped the lives of working-class
people. Initially, histories of the labour movement were almost synonymous with the
history of the working class, as if progressive politics and industrial militancy
informed and shaped the daily lives of a seemingly homogenously constructed
‘typical worker’ in a steady upwards trend of social improvement and increasing
political agency. As the twentieth century progressed, the historiography became
more critical and reflective, and revealed clear divisions between politics and every-
day life. The consequent flourishing of scholarship in the post-war period that
embraced the nuances of class, race, gender, politics and industrial relations, closely
mirrored contemporary changes in both working class culture and the changing
fortunes of the Labour Party. What follows is a brief summary of these key changes
in historical understandings of the labour movement and industrial relations in

twentieth century Britain.

The pioneer chroniclers of trade unionism and working-class history and politics
were husband and wife team Sidney Webb and Beatrice Webb." Their extensive
writings that covered social and industrial changes in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century formed the bedrock of labour history.? Their focus on industrial
relations meant that they were the propagators of terms such as ‘collective
bargaining’ that have become integral parts of working life and trade unionism ever

since.® As middle-class socialists and members of the Fabian Society, they provided

" For biographical information on Sidney and Beatrice Webb, see their entries in the Dictionary of
Labour Biography Vol I, Joyce Bellamy and John Saville, eds., (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1977) pp.
377-98.

2 For key co-written works, see Sidney Webb and Beatrice, History of Trade Unionism, 2" Edition
(London: Longmans Green and Co, 1920); Sidney Webb and Beatrice, Industrial Democracy, with a
new introduction (London: Longmans Green and Co, 1920); Sidney Webb and Beatrice Webb, The
Consumers’ Co-Operative Movement (London: Longmans). Select works on industrial and social
issues by Beatrice Webb, see Beatrice Webb, The wages of men and women: should they be equal?
(London: The Fabian Society and George Allen and Unwin, 1919); Beatrice Webb, The Co-Operative
Movement in Great Britain (London: Allen and Unwin, 1920); Beatrice Webb, Women and the Factory
Acts, Fabian Tract no. 67, (London: Fabian Society, 1896); Beatrice Webb, The Abolition of the Poor
Law, Fabian Tract no. 185, (London, Fabian Society, 1918). For autobiographical information, see
Beatrice Webb, My Apprenticeship (London: Longmans, 1946).

3 Sidney Webb and Beatrice Webb, Industrial Democracy, with a new introduction (London:
Longmans Green and Co, 1920) p. 175.



valuable insights into everyday conditions of workplaces and inherent problems with
existing social relief measures, filtered through the lens of a pragmatic vision for the
betterment of working-class people. Beatrice Webb in particular campaigned
passionately for welfare measures that would remedy structural causes of poverty,
helping to produce the famous Minority Report after her involvement with the Royal
Commission on the Poor Laws and Relief of Distress from 1905-1909.4 Being so
embedded in the labour movement, and invested in its success, the Webbs’ style of
history was often celebratory about the impact that trade unions, co-operatives and
the Labour Party had on historical developments, and certainly held that there was a
clear ‘forward march’ from the earlier radicalism of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries that led directly to the establishment of craft and trade unions.® They were
joined by fellow Fabians such as G. D. H. Cole, who focused much more closely on
explaining the various currents of trade unionism that had grown out of the early

radicalism found in the Chartist movement.®

The assumption that workers’ groups had walked a linear path from early,
rudimentary guilds and friendly societies that inevitably ended up as more functional
and focused organisations was largely maintained as the twentieth century
progressed, with historians such as Henry Pelling continuing to weave the
emergence of the Labour Party in the late 1890s and the rise in trade union influence
together.” This whiggish view of labour history was further maintained by historians
writing in the Attlee government of 1945-51 as a symbolic moment in the forward
march of the working class; the huge mandate given to a Labour government on the
heels of two traumatic wars and an economic depression in the first half of the

twentieth century seemed to be a decisive acknowledgement of the need and desire

4 Beatrice Webb, Henry Wakefield, George Lansbury and Francis Chandler, The Minority Report of
the Poor Law Commission (London: National Committee to Promote the Break-up of the Poor Law,
1909).

5 Mike Savage and Andrew Miles, The Remaking of the British Working Class (London: Routledge,
1994) p. 1.

6 Selected works by G. D. H. Cole include The World of Labour (London: Routledge, 1913); Labour in
War Time (London: G. Bell and sons Ltd, 1915); An Introduction to Trade Unionism (London: George
Allen & Unwin, 1918); Guild Socialism Restated (London: Routledge, 1920) Workshop Organisation
(London: Routledge, 1923); The Fabian Society, Past and Present (London: The Fabian Society,
1942); A Short History of the Labour Party from 1914 (London: Routledge and K. Paul, 1948). For
bibliographical information on G. D. H. Cole, see Howard Coster Maker, “George Douglas Howard
Cole”, in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford University Press, 2004),
https://doi.org/10.1093/ref.0dnb/324 86.

7 Henry Pelling, A History of British Trade Unionism (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1963).
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for a socialist government. At this time, the majority of the British workforce were
manual workers, with a deep-seated connection between working life and trade
unionism developing alongside the progressive expansion of social welfare provision
and nationalisation programmes introduced by the Labour Party in 1945-1951.8 This
was reflected in works that traced and celebrated the emergence of peasants’
movements, guild societies, trade unions and the Labour Party, whilst quietly
ignoring the existence of any organisations that did not fit this neat model of
evolutionary progressive advances.® This was problematic, because some workers
still aligned with or voted for the Conservative Party, whilst many remained outside of
trade unions altogether. The plethora of institutional studies of trade unions and
labour leaders became formulaic, hagiographical, and tended to exclude voices,
currents, and politics that did not fit the rather narrow framework of working class
history that had been established by the Webbs.

This soon began to change. A far more critical labour historiography of trade unions
and the Labour Party was considerably influenced by Marxist historians, particularly
those who formed the Communist Party Historians Group (CPHG) from 1946-1956
such as Eric Hobsbawm, John Saville and E. P. Thompson.'° During the 1950s and
1960s, coinciding with a voting shift back towards the Conservative Party in 1951,
historians began to look for other sources of working-class experience that did not
necessarily fit the ‘forward march of labour’ template. Others on the socialist left
began to critically reflect on the limitations of the Labour Party and the moderation of
the major trade unions. Organisational histories such as Albert Musson’s The
Typographical Association were still dominant, but they tended to be more nuanced
accounts that encouraged critique rather than simply charting successes.!! Despite
the fundamental social, political and industrial changes that were still relatively young
in Britain in the mid-twentieth century, this was still a time in which the study of

labour and the working class had to fight for recognition as a worthwhile and

8 Savage and Miles, The Remaking of the British Working Class, p. 2.

9 Henry Pelling, Origins of the Labour Party (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1965); Frank Bealey
and Henry Pelling. Labour and Politics, 1900-1906: A History of the Labour Representation
Committee (London: Praeger, 1958); Asa Briggs and John Saville eds. Essays in Labour History Vol |
(London: Macmillan, 1967).

0 Theodore Koditschek, Review of ‘How To Change The World: Reflections on Marx and Marxism.
By Eric Hobsbawm. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011) History and Theory 52 (2013) pp. 433-
450.

" Albert Edward Musson, The Typographical Society (London: Oxford University Press, 1954).
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scholarly topic of research. In the 1960s history departments still tended to focus on
high politics and economics, but the study of labour history was beginning to get

more of a foothold due to the expansion of higher education.

Along with E. Thompson, another historian that worked towards establishing the
legitimacy of labour as a worthwhile area of history is Eric Hobsbawm.'? As a
member of the Communist Party, Hobsbawm was fundamentally dismissive of the
perceived importance of the Labour Party as a key definer of working-class history;
instead, Hobsbawm offered substantial critiques that portrayed the Labour Party as
reformist, conciliatory and a general hindrance to what he perceived as the original
radicalism of the working class.’® Through his critique, interest in labour history — and
what labour history actually was — became broader, less intrinsically triumphal, and
open to organisations hitherto outside the mainstream Labour Party and trade
unions. Hobsbawm’s preoccupation was in explaining the gap between the growth of
industrialism from the end of the eighteenth century, and the emergence of tangible
workers’ organisations in the late eighteenth century. Firstly, he argued that it took
time for workers to assert their rights to economic prosperity. Secondly, and far more
influentially, he borrowed the concept of a ‘labour aristocracy’ from Vladimir Lenin
and Friedrich Engels.' He maintained that a ‘worker elite’, those with superior
earnings and a better quality of life than the vast maijority of the working class, were
instrumental in shoring up the capitalist forces that kept the masses subjugated, but
that they then became incentivised to act against the capitalist class once they
themselves began to lose their economic privileges in the latter part of the nineteenth

century.

Once the middle of the century had passed, some socialists that were disillusioned
with the reforms of the 1945-51 Labour Government began to reflect on the impact
that the labour movement had made in working-class communities. A hugely
important book was Coal Is Our Life, a study by Norman Dennis, Fernando
Henriques and Clifford Slaughter first published in 1956 concerned with mining

communities’ experiences post-nationalisation, which showed that despite the

2 For biographical information see Martin Jacques, “Eric John Ernest Hobsbawm?”, in Oxford
Dictionary of National Biography, (Oxford University Press, 2004),
https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:0dnb/105680.

'3 Eric Hobsbawn, Labouring Men (London: Weidenfeld, 1964) pp. 371-87.

4 John Foster, ‘Eric Hobsbawm, Marxism and social history’, Social History 39, 2 (2014) pp. 160-71.

8



triumph of the Attlee’s governmental reforms and nationalisation programmes, there
had been little change to everyday life in mining communities.' Wracked with
pessimism and lacking a sense of power within the wider social structure of Britain,
the miners themselves expressed a surprising lack of radicalism despite their
obvious understanding of the inequality that they still faced in the workplace and as a
community. This was a serious critique of the limitations of the politics of the Labour
Party. Other studies, such as Michael Young and Peter Willmott’'s 1957 investigation
into the tight-knit community in Bethnal Green and Debden, moved away from
relying on statistical evidence as a sole indicator informer of social conditions.'®
Instead, Young and Willmott used social observation to explain that the political side
of the Labour movement had failed to fully appreciate the dense bonds of
neighbourly kinship found in working class communities.'” This reinforced the idea
that class could not be solely explained through politics. Perhaps, as argued by Abel-
Smith and Townsend in 1965, the persistent poverty that had not been remedied by
the Attlee government exposed the limitations of Labour’s programme for total
reform.'® These sociological studies influenced a new generation of labour historians
who were developing their research projects in a context where new social
movements were emerging to develop new forms of political radicalism. The 1960s
was a key decade for new directions in labour history and grass-roots movements,
such as feminist groups, gay rights activists, anti-racist organisations that were yet to

find a space in studies of the working class.™®

The ‘New Left’ historians and sociologists of the 1960s built both on Hobsbawm’s
arguments and the claims of those underrepresented groups by explaining the lack
of socialism in the labour movement as being the fault of the leadership of the major
trade unions and the moderation of the Labour Party. According to Ralph Miliband,

any radical changes that the workers had wanted were stamped out by the more

5 Norman Dennis, Fernando Henriques and Clifford Slaughter, Coal Is Our Life, 2 Edition (London:
Tavistock Publications, 1969).

6 Michael Young, and Peter Willmott, Family and Kinship in East London, 2" Edition (London:
Pelican, 1968).

7 Jon Lawrence, ‘Inventing the ‘Traditional Working Class’: A Re-Analysis of Interview Notes from
Young and Willmott’s Family and Kindship in East London’, The Historical Journal, 59, 2 (2016): 567-
593.

8 Brian Abel-Smith and Peter Townsend, The Poor and the Poorest: a new analysis of the Ministry of
Labour’s family expenditure surveys of 1953-54 and 1960 (London: Bell, 1965).

9 Savage and Miles, The Remaking of the British Working Class, p. 5.
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reformist and generally middle-class leadership that rejected working-class anger
and indignation.?° It was in this context that E. P. Thompson published the hugely
influential The Making of the English Working Class.?' He found working-class
radicalism in communities, culture and society as opposed to bureaucratic
organisations.??2 Thompson was attacked by theorists such as Perry Anderson who,
writing in the New Left Review, argued that the British working class were particularly
unrevolutionary, and that a scattering of revolts did not a revolutionary intention
make.?3 However, Thompson’s work remained crucial in bringing labour history into
the much wider sphere of social history. The key question for many interested in the
labour movement'’s history then became: ‘what happened to the radical working
class in the years after 1850 which made it into the reformist working class evident in
the years after 1945?24 Thompson’s 1965 essay The Peculiarities of the English was
an attempt to both answer this question and respond to critics such as Anderson.2®
He acknowledged that the defeat of Chartism marked the end of the working class’s
attempts to subvert capitalism, and stressed the important change in tactics
displayed by the working class from aiming for a complete societal transformation
(revolution) to simply making a rightful place within it for themselves (gradual,

progressive change).

The following decades also saw further scrutiny of Hobsbawm'’s ideas of a labour
aristocracy. Although local studies by John Foster, Geoffrey Crossick and Robert
Gray indicated that there was evidence to suggest that an elite-class of workers with
highly trained skillsets did exist within working class communities, and did indeed
use ideas of respectability in order to quell notions of radical organising, the idea that

this would have a prevailing effect on semi- and unskilled workers, especially

20 Ralph Miliband, Parliamentary Socialism: a study in the politics of labour, 2" Edition (London:
Merlin Press, 1972).

21 E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 5" Edition (London: Penguin, 1991).
22 For further information on the Chartist movement of the early nineteenth century, see Malcolm
Chase, Chartism: a new history, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2013); Edward Royle,
Chartism, 3 Edition (Oxon: Routledge, 1996); David Goodway, London Chartism: 1838 — 1848,
(Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1982); Dorothy Thompson (ed), The Early Chartists,
(London: Macmillan, 1971).

23 Perry Anderson, ‘Origins of the Present Crisis’, New Left Review 1, 23 (1964) n.p.

24 Savage and Miles, The Remaking of the British Working Class, p. 7.

25 E. P. Thompson, ‘The Peculiarities of the English’, in Ralph Miliband and John Saville (eds),
Socialist Register 1965 (London: Merlin, 1965) pp. 311-362.
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considering the wide variety of trades in question, was put into considerable doubt by

historians such as Alistair Reid and H. F. Moorhouse.26

These attempts to pinpoint radicalism or deference, politicisation or acquiescence in
the labour movement or the working class were appearing against the backdrop of
1970s industrial unrest. As seismic events such as the 1972 miners’ strike and the
1978-9 Winter of Discontent dominated headlines, political economists such as Harry
Braverman sought another explanation for the lack of overtly revolutionary
behaviour. His work, Labour and Monopoly Capital, argued that the direction of
capitalism moved ownership of skills acquisition and retention away from workers, by
reconfiguring working methods alongside technological advancements.?” Gareth
Stedman Jones developed his work along similar lines, and argued that workers
losing their ‘formal’ control over their skills and control of craft also led to their loss of
workplace traditions, which included their ideas of radicalism.?® Patrick Joyce
agreed, pointing out that previously highly-skilled cotton workers in Lancashire
became more dependent on employers with the advent of new machinery, and that
the subsequent lack of radicalism was tied to shifts in the employer/worker balance

in the labour process.?®

Although the ideas regarding skills and radicalism engendered new interest in the
history of industrial relations, the timeline of these ideas posited by Stedman Jones
and Joyce was disputed. Richard Price pointed to the ‘Great Depression’ in 1873 as
the turning point for the increase profitability-seeking that acted as a driving force

behind this apparent attack on the highly-skilled element of the working class.3°

26 John Foster, Class Struggle in the Industrial Revolution, (London: Methuen, 1974); Geoffrey
Crossick, An Artisan Elite in Victorian Society, (London: Croom Helm, 1979); Robert Gray, The
Labour Aristocracy in Mid-Victorian Edinburgh, (Oxford: Clarendon, 1976); Alistair Reid, ‘Politics and
Economics in the Formation of the British Working Class: A Response to H. F. Moorhouse’, Social History
3, 3 (1978) pp. 347-362; H. F. Moorhouse, ‘The Marxist Theory of the Labour Aristocracy’, Social History 3,
1(1978) pp. 61-82.

27 Harry Braverman, Labour and Monopoly Capital, (London: Monthly Review Press, 1974).

28 Gareth Stedman Jones, ‘Class Struggle and the Industrial Revolution’, New Left Review, 90 (1975)
pp. 35-69.

29 Patrick Joyce, ‘The factory politics of Lancashire in the later nineteenth century’, Historical Journal
18, 3 (1975) pp. 525-555.

30 Richard Price, Master, Unions and Men: Work Control in Building and the Rise of Labour 1830-
1914, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980). In fact, Stedman Jones’ thoughts on the
subject of control over labour led to much debate. For further information see Jonathon Zeitlin, ‘Craft
Control and the Division of Labour: Engineers and Compositors in Britain 1880-1930°, Cambridge
Journal of Economics, 3 (1979) pp. 263-274; Robert Gray, The Aristocracy of Labour in Nineteenth
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Placing the resurgence of radicalism within the skilled workforce in the 1870s would
help to explain the increase in collective action between the un-, semi- and highly-
skilled workforce that led to the expansion of ‘new model’ unionism, characterised by
the Webbs as being amalgamation- and craft-focused, into ‘new’ unionism, indicating

the cohesion of skilled and un-skilled workers into the same unions.3’

Debates within labour history continued into the 1980s yet by the end of the decade
the discipline was in crisis.3? Set against the backdrop of Thatcherism, the defeat of
the 1984/5 miners’ strike and the widespread cultural demonisation of trade unions,
labour historiography took a more pessimistic turn. James Hinton exemplified this
gloomy outlook as he lamented that what ‘we had thought of as the ‘labour
movement’ has itself entered terminal crisis’ by the early 1980s.32 Up to this point,
even if they criticised the overall effectiveness or progressiveness of the labour
movement, historians tended not to doubt its considerable impact on British history.34
Regardless of support or criticism, it had generally been assumed that the labour
movement was at least in some way representative of the working class. Now faced
with a strong Conservative government making such sweeping changes to industrial
communities, and a powerless Labour opposition that had lost so many working-
class votes, it seemed odd to think that the trade unions had ever been the main site
of political aspirations of the working class. There had also been marked changes in
the world of work, with industries with formally strong working-occupational identities
and political affiliation to the Labour Party undergoing significant downsizing and
cultural shifts. The fragmentation of these communities, and the decline in the
number of manual workers, was explained as the working class dividing into
subgroups, with increasing polarisation between affluent white-collar workers and the
permanently unemployed.3® The defeat of the 1984/5 miners’ strike has been widely

seen as perhaps the final thwarting of organised working-class activism, leaving

Century Britain, (London, Macmillan, 1981); Neville Kirk, The Growth of Working Class Reformism in
Mid-Victorian England, (London: Croom Helm, 1985).

31 Laybourn, History of British Trade Unionism.

32 For example see Alistair Reid, ‘Politics and the Divisions of Labour 1880-1920’, in Wolfgang. J.
Mommsen and Hans-Gerhard Husang (eds), The Development of Trade Unionism in Great Britain
and Germany, (London: George Allen and Sons, 1985) pp. 150-66.

33 James Hinton, Labour and Socialism (Brighton: Harvester, 1983) p. ix.

34 Savage and Miles, The Remaking of the British Working Class, p. 11.

35 Ray Pahl, Divisions of Labour (Oxford: Blackwell, 1984); Peter Saunders, A Nation of Homeowners
(London: Unwin Hyman, 1990).
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scarred and divided communities that have had very little political or industrial
agency ever since. The late 1980s saw the very concept of ‘class’ being called into
question and completely re-evaluated. Barry Hindess in particular labelled class-
analysis as reductionist, and pointed to the fallibility of assuming people identified in
such a rigid manner without appreciating that they may well prefer to express their

identities in other ways.3¢

The wider literary or linguistic turn in labour historiography was also notable in the
1990s. There was now renewed doubt that it was even possible to locate the
‘traditional working class’, or indeed, to even define what was actually meant by the
phrase.3” Andrew Davies asserted that working class life was full of much more
nuance and complexity than any focus on political/industrial activism could possibly
show; by looking at different groups such as women and teenagers, and different
sites of leisure activities, he presented a vivid picture of the variety of identity and
expression in working class communities in the north of England.®® Feminist
historians also threw considerable doubt at the very meaning of ‘working class
community’ by highlighting the overt and explicit ways in which men had worked to
destabilise and subvert women’s activism and agency.®® There was also new insight
into women’s role in the home, the power they held in terms of family and kindship
connections, and also their activism within the suffrage and even the earlier Chartist

movement.40

Historians that had seemed so sure about the pivotal role that industrial experience
and working environments played to class identity now also began to adopt new

lenses with which to examine working class history. Stedman Jones argued that

36 Barry Hindess, Politics and Class Analysis (Oxford: Blackwells, 1987).

87 Savage and Miles, The Remaking of the British Working Class, p. 13

38 Andrew Davies, Leisure, Gender and Poverty: Working-class Culture in Salford and Manchester,
1900-1939 (Buckingham: Open University Press, 1992).

39 For selected feminist readings of labour history, see Sheila Rowbotham, Hidden from History
(London: Pluto Press, 1974); Cynthia Cockburn, Brothers: Male Dominance and Technological
Change (London: Pluto, 1980); Sheila Lewenhak, Women and Trade Unions: an Outline History of
Women in the British Trade Union Movement (London: Benn, 1977); Barbara Taylor, “The Men are as
Bad as their Masters...”: Socialism, Feminism and Sexual Antagonism in the London Tailoring Trade
in the 1830s’, in Judith Newton, Mary Ryan and Judith Walkowitz (eds), Sex and Class in Women’s
History (London: Routledge, 1983) pp. 7-40.

40 See for example Elizabeth Roberts, A Woman'’s Place, An Oral History of Working-Class Women
1890-1940 (Oxford, Blackwell, 1984); Carl Chinn, They Worked All Their Lives: Women of the Urban
Poor in England, 1880-1939 (Manchester: Manchester University press, 1988); Jill Liddington and Jill
Norris, One Hand Tied Behind Us (London: Virago, 1978); Dorothy Thompson, The Chartists
(London: Temple Smith, 1984).
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class could only be identified if it was clearly and articulately expressed in precise
languages of class, which in many ways returned to the E. P Thompson’s concept of
class being something that people ‘feel and articulate’ through shared experiences.*’
Patrick Joyce further emphasised the importance of language in identifying class, by
showing that Lancashire workers did not make specific reference to themselves as
working class, but did seem to express notions of populism, particularly in order to
position ‘the people’ against the corruptions of the government and landed gentry.+?
By the 1990s then, labour history had broadened significantly and no longer relied on
the workplace to define the working class, and even opened up the question as to
whether the working class existed as an identifiable group. The very significance of
socialism in the history of the labour movement was again called into question in this
period. Ross McKibbin pointed out that the Labour Party was a statistical anomaly:
despite their swift entrance onto the political scene in the early part of the twentieth

century, it was still the Conservatives who held most sway over the whole century.4?

Although the move away from ‘class’ as an explain-all term was promoted by
historians such as Patrick Joyce and later James Vernon, Mike Savage and Andrew

Miles suggested that this was underpinned by a form of linguistic determinism:

Stedman Jones and Joyce do not deny the existence of class, but are
prepared only to admit very special languages as languages of class. Only if
people use a language which explicitly refers to economic exploitation
between classes do the authors allow that they might have stumbled across
class. But this is unduly restrictive. There are many sentiments and values
which may express feelings relation to the existence of class divisions in an

indirect or oblique way.*

They go on to argue that the singling out of language, and its effectual
decontextualisation borne out of a denial of the class-based social structures the

language was expressed in, ultimately removes a much larger scope for

41 Gareth Stedman Jones, Languages of Class (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983); E. P.
Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 5" Edition (London: Penguin, 1991) p. 8.

42 Patrick Joyce, Visions of the People (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990).

43 Ross McKibben, The Ideologies of Class (Oxford: Clarendon, 1990). See also John Benson, The
Working Class in England 1870 — 1939 (London: Longman, 1989).

44 Savage and Miles, The Remaking of the British Working Class, p. 17.
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understanding meaning and expression. Language itself, although important, cannot
be the only way in which class, or any kind of identity, is expressed, and it cannot be
understood outside of particular social and cultural contexts. Savage and Miles
called for a continuation of the Thompsonian tradition of ‘feeling and articulating
class’, with a wider appreciation for the importance of cultural and social contexts. It
is within this framework that | argue for further emphasis on feelings as a way of
understanding the culture and politics of the British trade union movement through
this study of the GFTU.

This thesis revisits the feelings and experiences of the organised working class, not
to identify trade unions as synonymous with all working class people, but to identify
trade unions as a specific and particular form of working class expression. Perhaps
regarded as old-fashioned - indeed, as shown in this literature review, trade union
records have been gathering historiographical dust for quite some time — workers’
societies and organisations can now offer new insights if viewed with a fresh
methodological lens. Highlighting how emotions were framed, expressed and valued
can both illuminate areas of labour history that have so far lacked attention, and also
revisit old sources with new interpretations. Although there has been a lack of
engagement with emotions and feelings in labour history, that is not the case for the
wider study of history. The following section offers a brief outline of steps already
taken in the field of emotions history in order to place how labour historians can

begin to use this new perspective.

Emotions in History

Scholars of emotion are interested in the feelings and impulses that drove the
actions of individuals throughout history, rather than actions themselves. Did anger
or resentment at the enemy play a part in the actions of Second World War soldiers?
When did people begin to expect love rather than affectionate companionship in a
marriage? Did early Victorians expect childhood to be happy? Such questions help
to inform understanding of experiences as well as actions. In an overview of the

historiography of emotions, Rob Boddice has pointed to the vast potential of older
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sources being re-examined for their emotional content and importance.*® This can be
done through new analysis of emotional language and expression found in a variety
of documents, from criminal proceedings, newspaper reports, diaries, letters and,
indeed, trade union minutes and reports. This thesis focuses on the use of emotional
language in minutes, pamphlets, and reports, and applies new concepts from this
field, especially regarding the idea of collective feelings, to answer questions about
the motivations and aspirations of those involved with the GFTU. In order to do this, |
will firstly outline the pathways of these new concepts, and the ways in which
different schools of thought are able to inform and inspire new conceptualisations of

labour history.

Lucien Febvre, widely considered the father of emotions history, wrote that historians
should ‘establish a detailed inventory of the mental equipment of the men of the time’
with a view to understanding the ‘moral universe of each preceding generation’.#6 His
desire to understand the mental underpinnings of actions and expressions formed
the basis of the influential Annales School, to which other notable historians such as
Marc Bloch belonged.*” Febvre was interested in the effect of society and culture on
individual emotions and expressions, but he knew that understanding feelings that
had long since passed would be a mammoth task for historians.*® Nevertheless, the
Annales School pioneered the study of everyday life, and private lives, of the lower
classes, which transformed the methods of historical research. Although a focus on
everyday lives took hold much earlier in historical research methods, the ‘emotional

turn’ did not fully come about until the 1980s.4

45 Rob Boddice, The History of Emotions (Manchester, Manchester University Press, 2017).

46 Lucien Febvre, ‘History and Psychology’, in A New Kind of History: From the Writings of Febvre,
(ed) Peter Burke, trans K. Folca, (Now York: Harper and Row, 1973) pp. 5-9.

47 Marc Bloch’s ideas on the value of emotion in history have also been highly influential. See in
particular Marc Bloch, The Historian’s Craft, trans Peter Putnam (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 1992).

48 Susan Matt, ‘Recovering the Invisible: Methods for the historical study of the emotions’ in (eds)
Susan Matt and Peter Stearns, Doing Emotions History (Chicago: University of lllinois Press, 2014) p.
41.

49 For detailed accounts of the wide range of emotions and historiography, and for further
methodological insight into using emotions as a historical lens, see ‘Historians and emotions’ in Rob
Boddice, The History of Emotions (Manchester, Manchester University Press, 2017) pp. 8-41; Peter
Stearns, ‘Modern Patters in Emotions History’, in Peter Stearns and Susan Matt (eds) Doing Emotions
History (Chicago: University of lllinois Press, 2014) pp. 17-41; Joanna Bourke, ‘Fear and anxiety:
Writing about emotion in modern history’, History Workshop Journal, 55 (2003) pp. 111-133; Jane
Davidson and Susan Broomhall (eds), A Cultural History of Emotions, 6 vols (London: Bloomsbury,
2017); Thomas Dixon, ‘Emotion: The History of a Keyword in Crisis’, Emotion Review, 4 (2012) pp.
338-44; Helena Flam and Jochen Kleres (eds), Methods of Exploring Emotions (Abingdon: Routledge,
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A number of studies focusing on emotions proved particularly influential. Carol and
Peter Stearns’ study of the emotional codes of conduct in American society
illustrated the existence of social rules on the expression of feelings was the first to
place emotions as a central methodology of historical research.® This was an
important demarcation between the search for emotions themselves, and the idea
that different societies, cultures, institutions or groups developed ‘rules’ for
acceptable emotional conduct. Anger, aggression or fury may have been acceptable,
and indeed encouraged or prized, during an early nineteenth century bare knuckle
boxing match, but those expressions would have been entirely unwelcome at a
middle-class tea party. To describe this idea, they coined the term ‘emotionology’ to
describe ‘the collective emotional standards of a society from the emotional
experiences of individuals and groups’.5’ The key aspect of emotionology is that it
changed over time, revealing how different emotions were valued or came to be
valued through social expectations and unwritten but widely understood rules.
Through analysing advice literature, popular fiction and diaries, Carol and Peter
Stearns concluded that during the past two centuries, Americans had gradually and
systematically attempted to restrain and control anger in both the workplace and in
the home.>? Anger, they argued, was freely expressed and acknowledged in the
home and in wider society during colonial America, and that anger even had a
specific usefulness in terms of keeping order and control. However, by the end of the
eighteenth century, anger became something that ought to be tackled and curtailed,
particularly in home environments, with expert opinions on child-rearing and
marriage advising that anger was often detrimental to relationships, and that self-
control and restraint were key. The nineteenth century brought further emphasis on
channelling anger, rather than supressing it, particularly for boys who could and
should engage in physical activities that gave them appropriate outlets for their
feelings. The feeling of anger then, had a changing history of acceptability, at least

according to the narrow lens of etiquette manuals.53 This could have profound

2015); Ute Frevert, Emotions in History: Lost and Found (Budapest: Central European University
Press, 2011).

50 Stearns and Stearns, Anger.

51 Stearns and Stearns, ‘Emotionology: Clarifying’, pp. 813.

52 Stearns and Stearns, Anger).

53 The Stearns are clear that the advice given in etiquette manuals did not automatically reflect widely
held beliefs. This was, in effect, a crucial point about the definition of ‘emotionology’ rather than
emotions: The existence of these etiquette manuals, and their changing ideas on the acceptability of
certain emotions, indicates a social instruction and/or social prescription for how to manage emotions.
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implications for how we can further understand the anger and indignation that fuelled

popular uprisings, the construction of trade unions and the decision to strike.

A key problem of this approach to the ‘rules’ of emotions, was that historians could
not use it to describe the emotions themselves. This limitation was readily
acknowledged by the Stearns: ‘Clearly, a history of the perception of tantrums,
though significant, is not likely to be identical to that of [actual] childish behaviour’.%*
Nevertheless, the idea of emotional conventions and standards still had enormous
potential for historians, and so the field grew to include studies of friendship, family,
love and grief.%® There was also recognition and insight into ‘emotional labour’, a
term first coined by Arlie Hochschild in the early 1980s to describe the regulation and
management of emotions depending on the requirements of a person’s job.% How
emotions are expressed or constrained, and how they are perceived tell us much
about the social, political and cultural environment of those doing the expressing or
the perceiving. In short, individual emotions themselves have a history that can be
explored, whilst historians can also use emotions to find out more about the past, in

what are essentially two distinct approaches.

The second influential insight into emotions history methodology came from
anthropologist William Reddy. Whilst looking at the emotional impetus behind the
French revolution, he designed a framework that attempted to describe the
relationship between power and collective feeling. Reddy argued that political

structures act as ‘emotional regimes’ that regulate the acceptability of emotional

Not necessarily that everyone believed this, but that there was enough social pressure to behave in a
certain way that it can be seen as important to that society as a whole.

54 Stearns and Stearns, ‘Emotionology: Clarifying’, pp. 828.

55 For examples of scholarship on specific emotions, see Joanna Bourke, Fear: A Cultural History
(London: Virago, 2006) Thomas Dixon, Weeping Britannia: Portrait of a Nation in Tears (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2017); Tiffany Watt Smith, The Book of Human Emotions: An Encyclopaedia
of Feeling from Anger to Wanderlust (London: Wellcome Collection, 2016); Claire Langhamer, The
English in Love: The Intimate Story of an Emotional Revolution (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2013); Barbara Rosenwein, Anger: The Conflicted History of an Emotion (New Haven, Yale University
Press, 2021) Rob Boddice, Pain: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017).
56 Arlie Hochschild, The Managed Heart: Commercialisation of Human Feeling (Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 1983); Although the meaning of ‘emotional labour’ has since been
blurred, Hochschild originally coined the term to mean the process of managing or displaying
emotions as part of a job. Her primary example of the requirement that air hostesses smile and exude
friendliness as part of their job description has since been replaced with a general understanding of
‘emotional labour’ as the mental load of maintaining relationships and managing households. The
changing nature of the concept is further explored in Julie Beck, ‘The Concept Creep of “Emotional
Labour”, The Atlantic (2018) https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2018/11/arlie-hochschild-
housework-isnt-emotional-labor/576637/, accessed 23 June 2022.
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displays with various degrees of severity.>” When these rules are most restrictive,
and people have fewer options to express themselves, then in turn people create
their own emotional refuges in which they can relax their social shackles. Clearly, life
for the poor in eighteenth-century century France was especially economically and
socially restrictive, so the idea that people created their own spaces in which their
emotional responses to continued subjugation could boil over into open revolution is
easy to understand. However, Reddy’s assumption that this was a universal
happening to some degree given any type of political regime of various levels of

severity has been notably criticised.%®

Reddy’s other contribution to emotions methodology, which he actually created
before Navigation of Feeling but took a few more years to fully develop, was his
concept of ‘emotives’. In a response to questions over whether emotions are
biologically or socially constructed, Reddy posited that there was no dichotomy
between nature and nurture, but rather that nature and nurture are indistinguishable
and therefore only one category of analysis after all.>® ‘Emotives’ were ‘affective
utterances’ — that is, verbalisations of a feeling being felt by the person speaking that
were also intended to make the listener feel something. In addition to the affecting
nature of the utterance, the person doing the uttering is attempting to reconcile their
own inward emotion with a conscious understanding of the cultural expectations they
are in. In short, ‘emotives’ are a three-step process: one, the emotion occurs; two,
the emotion is expressed in a culturally acceptable way; and three, the expression of

the emotion is designed to make whomever it was expressed to feel something.

It is worth remembering that Reddy’s training as an anthropologist means a
preoccupation with frameworks and theories that historians would perhaps have less
desire to use or even to understand. Underpinning Reddy’s concepts of ‘regimes’,
‘refuges’ and ‘emotives’ are long academic tendrils connecting to other disciplines

that are more concerned with finding out exactly what emotions psychically or

57 William Reddy, The Navigation of Feeling (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009).

58 The conversation between Barbara Rosenwein, Peter Stearns, William Reddy in Jan Plamper, ‘The
History of Emotions: An Interview with William Reddy, Barbara Rosenwein and Peter Stearns’, History
and Theory 49 (2010) pp. 237-265 offers an excellent overview of the criticisms of Reddy’s earliest
framework.

59 William Reddy, ‘Against Constructionism: The historical ethnography of emotions’, Current
Anthropology, 38 (1997) pp. 327-51.
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biologically are.®° It is not necessary for the purposes of this review to scope out this
vast body of literature, but suffice it to say for now that historical study is the study of
change within context. There may be some valid arguments in biology departments
about the locality of emotions in the brain structure, but | am more concerned with
the contextualising effect of emotion within cultures for this thesis on the GFTU. After
all, some emotions are entirely a felt experience within a cultural framework: an

individual, for example, cannot feel embarrassed outside of culture.

The third and final field-changing insight into historical emotions research came from
Barbara Rosenwein. A medievalist by training, Rosenwein challenged the
supposition made by Norbert Elias in his book The Civilising Process that emotional
control had improved in a linear fashion over a long period of time, and that emotions
and reason were at constant odds which each other.%' She challenged Elias’s
assumption that people were gradually exercising more control over themselves and
their ‘impulses’ from a point of ‘uncivilised’ medieval barbarity to a ‘civilised’ version
of courtly behaviour polite society within a few centuries, by pointing out that his
assumption that medieval people were somehow ‘child-like’ humans in their

behaviour was patently false.®?

Rosenwein also disagreed with Elias’s framing of emotions as external entities that
threaten to sweep over people at any given time (being ‘overcome’ with grief, or
‘bursting’ with anger are much more to do with our own conceptualisation of how we
feel emotions and use language to describe this process), because it did not
appreciate the value-based judgement people place on feelings.®® We only become
overwhelmed by feelings, Rosenwein argued, in response to our own sets of values,

which differs greatly depending on different cultural contexts.®* What makes one

60 See for example Giacomo Rizzolatti and Corrado Sinigaglia, Mirrors in the Brain: How Our Minds
Share Actions and Emotions, trans Frances Anderson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006); Larry
McGrath, ‘Historiography, affect and the neurosciences’, History of Psychology, 20 (2017); Jean
Decety and Phillip Jackson, ‘The Functional Architecture of the Human Brain’, Behavioural and
Cognitive Neuroscience Reviews, 3 (2004); Felicity Callard and Des Fitzgerald, Rethinking
Interdisciplinarity across the Social Sciences and Neurosciences (Houndmills: Palgrave 2015); Daniel
Gross, Uncomfortable Situations: Emotion between Science and the Humanities (Chicago: Chicago
University Press, 2017).

6" Norbert Elias, The Civilising Process 2" Edition (New Jersey: Wiley Blackwell, 2000).

62 Boddice, Emotions, p. 209.

63 Plamper, ‘An Interview’, p. 251; There are a variety of problems with Elias’ Civilising theory, not
least that it relies on Western assumptions of ‘good’ emotions and ‘polite’ behaviour that ignores
cultural norms from other places in the world.

64 Plamper, ‘An Interview’, p. 251.
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person irrationally angry would only provoke a shrug of indifference to someone else.
She also believed that Reddy’s ‘regime’ was too heavy-handed for considering
emotional contexts outside of those as restrictive as pre-revolutionary French
autocracy, particularly as it relied on a construction of statehood that only existed in
modern times.?® She preferred to describe ‘emotional communities’ in her emotions
history research: groups of people, found in a variety of social settings, that operated
on their own levels of emotional connectivity.®® People could belong to a multitude of
overlapping communities, Rosenwein argued, but observed different rules of
emotional conduct depending on whether or not that were at home, at work, or at

church for instance. Rosenwein described them as

Precisely the same as social communities — families, neighbourhoods,
parliaments, guilds, monasteries, parish church memberships - but the
researcher looking at them seeks above all to uncover systems of feeling:
what these communities (and the individuals within them) define and assess
as valuable or harmful to them; the evaluations that they make about others’
emotions; the nature of the affective bonds between people that they
recognise; and the modes of emotional expression that they expect,

encourage, tolerate, and deplore.®’

There was still a fundamental relationship to power, but Rosenwein emphasised the
fluidity and potential of many ‘emotional communities’ to overlap and to bring

different levels of meaning to the individuals that took part in them.%8

This emphasis on value-based judgements — different people feeling different things
in response to the same situation according to their own experiences or values — and

on community is a particularly useful approach for trade union history to take.

65 Boddice, History, p. 210.

66 Barbara Rosenwein, ‘Worrying about Emotions in History’, American Historical Review, 107,4
(2002) pp. 821-845.

67 Rosenwein, ‘Worrying about Emotions’ p. 842.

68 Rosenwein stipulated that the term ‘emotional communities’ was deliberately and functionally
broad. Due to her emphasis on the social role of emotions, and the way in which they are experienced
within societies, she wanted to explore the function of social grouping with and around emotion.
Emotions in social groupings within organisations is something pinpointed in occupational psychology.
For instance, according to Stephen Fineman (ed), Emotion in Organizations (Los Angeles, Sage
Publications, 1993) factories are said to have specific physical areas in order to make space for and
encourage certain emotions in the workplace. This is not connected to Reddy’s assertion that
everyone is seeking some sort of emotional refuge from a regime, but rather more an
acknowledgement of emotions as a form of social bond.
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Expressions of solidarity and struggle have found unequal places in and around
trade union and labour movement history. A Lancashire cotton-weaver and a
Lanarkshire coal miner would not necessarily have the same emotional response to
the successful negotiation for a shorter working day, because their values around
trade union negotiation would be informed by different experiences of trade
unionists, expectation, and trust. Certain trades had built their unions on a basis of
mutual interest with employers, and focused on decent superannuation benefits,
strict apprenticeship programmes and eschewed any kind of political or industrial
action, whereas others had little experience of being involved in discussions
regarding their labour, remuneration or conditions. It may be that after a successful
negotiation of a wage rise, workers in the former example would feel something akin
to quiet relief and satisfaction, whilst workers in the latter environment would
probably experience something closer to sheer elation. How to inspire collective
feelings within a workers’ organisation then depended on the experience of the
workers themselves as well as the type of leadership of that workers’ organisation.
Further study into trade union records with an emotions-focused lens may offer an

indication as to whether this is the case.

This idea has already found similar expression in previous ‘psychohistory’
scholarship.® Although there has been reluctance from historians to engage with
psycho-analysis (Boddice suggests this is linked to an aversion to debunked
Freudian influence in the field), it was championed by Peter Gay as a way of centring
historical biography within social history.”® Gay thought that it was possible to
analyse a historical actor’s childhood for clues as to the emotional impulses in
adulthood, but also that it could be possible to use this method to psychoanalyse

entire communities.”’ He was convinced of this because he felt that humans were

69 Psychohistory as a specific discipline has been largely debunked since at least the 1980s, although
there have been some lingering aspects found in works on historical biography. The history of
psychiatry is something altogether separate. For further examples of historical psychiatry, see Maria
Gendron and Lisa Feldman Barrett, ‘Reconstructing the past: A century of ideas about emotion in
psychology’, Emotion Review, 1 (2009): 316-39; Carolyne Larrington, ‘The psychology of emotion and
study of the medieval period’, Early Medieval Europe, 10 (2001): 251-6; Larry McGrath,
‘Historiography, affect, and the neurosciences’, History of Psychology, 20 (2017) pp. 129-47; Carol
Stearns and Peter Stearns (eds), Emotion and Social Change: Toward a New Psychohistory (New
York: Holmes and Meier, 1988).

70 Boddice, History, pp. 30-2.

1 Peter Gay, Freud for Historians (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985); There are remnants of
psychohistory within a small branch of childhood studies. It takes to erroneously linear view of
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entirely linked to their communities, and that the experiences of a person were
entirely dependent on their surroundings, and vice versa. Gay’s ideas on this were
strongly linked with Thompson’s argument that class, and in particular expressions of
class identity, were felt, and this actually removed him from the Freudian
psychoanalysis and placed him more comfortably in the study of culture. However,
as Boddice points out, the death of psychoanalysis as a historical method was

largely due to its lack of affinity with the prevailing Marxist theory of the 1970s.7?

The dominance of Marxist perspectives, as detailed in the discussion of labour
histories, left little room for psychohistory to take hold in trade union scholarship.
Marxism then gave way to the linguistic turn, and from that point on there was no
appetite (nor indeed, any perceived value in) an explain-all theory of universal
culture. The old association with Freudian theory that could not shake the embedded
notion of a static, immovable base psyche embedded in us all meant that the
compelling cultural components of Gay’s work has been glossed over. Although
Gay’s work does not contribute to this thesis directly, it is notable that there are
significant cross overs in cultural responses to and feelings of class with both E. P.
Thompson’s feelings of shared identities and Raymond Williams’ ‘structures of
feeling’, and that this could have significance for how the emotional culture of trade

unions is formed.”3

Lastly, there was another, perhaps more significant, roadblock to investigating the
emotions within the labour movement that was laid down by Marxist theory in the
1960s and 70s. To carve out a space for the study of the working class in
universities, the historians writing their history had to justify their studies as serious
analysis of worthwhile subjects that deserved the same scholarly attention. The
study of mass riots, unruly protests and wild seditionary speeches had to somehow
be framed as rational in order to be acceptable.’”* Emotions, in this context, were
perceived as rationality kryptonite, as industrial unrest was described as strategic,
premeditated and tactical rather than the uncontrollably ‘emotional’ outburst of some

angry workers. Again, Peter Stearns tore down the apparent link between the

inevitable progress — namely that childhood experiences always dictate the experiences of adulthood.
This point of view has been roundly discredited by the majority of historians of childhood.

2 Boddice, History, pp. 31-2.

73 Raymond Williams, Culture and Society, 3rd Edition (London: Vintage, 1958, 2017).

74 Boddice, History, p. 97.
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irrational and the emotional, and instead showed that people will use their emotional
reactions in order to inform their reasoned responses.’® Although rationality is still
often assumed to be ‘better’ than emotional responses, they are in fact neatly
entwined, as demonstrated by the duality implied by the psychologists’ term,

‘cogmotion’.”® As Boddice neatly summarised:

The questions we [as historians] ask now shift ground: no longer ‘what did
reasonable people do?’ or ‘what was the emotional reaction?’; rather ‘what did
the people do on the basis of their assertion that their reason was uncoloured

by emotion?’ or ‘what was the cogmotional reaction?’’”

Although this thesis is not psycho-analytical, nor is it taking the perspective of any
biological or psychological avenues created by the interdisciplinary space between
emotion and history, it will be considering the organisational history of the GFTU
through an emotional lens. A foray into the emotional history of trade unionism is
overdue, and this thesis intends to explore the potential of these emotions

methodologies as new analytical tools for re-thinking labour history.

Methodology, sources and structure

This thesis takes an emotions-centric approach whilst examining the archival records
of the GFTU. Firstly, | explore the role of personality: the character of trade union
organisations was often heavily influenced by the beliefs, ideologies and friendships
of labour leaders. The thesis draws on Chase’s ideas on using biographical evidence
as a means to uncover trade unionists’ experiences, whilst also highlighting the
intersection between biography, experience and emotion.”® The Dictionary of Labour
Biography, now on its fifteenth volume, has been a mainstay of labour historiography

since the 1970s, and demonstrates the centrality of biographical insight into the

75 Stearns, American Cool.

76 Malcolm Chase, ‘Labour History’s Biographical Turn’, History Workshop Journal, 92 (2021) pp. 194-
207; Douglas Barnett and Hilary Ratner, ‘The Organisation and Integration of Cognition and Emotion
in Development’, Journal of Experimental Child Psychology, 67, 3 (1997) pp. 303-316.

7 Boddice, History, p. 98.

8 Although early examples of labour biography include Graham Wallas, The Life of Francis Place
1771-1854 (London: Harper Collins, 1898), and G. D H. Cole, Chartist Portraits, (London: Weidenfeld
and Nicolson, 1941), there was a lack of focus on biography in labour history until the first volume of
The Dictionary of Labour Biography appeared in 1972.
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development of labour history.”® | will draw on the importance of biography
throughout this thesis, weaving in elements of salient experiences that have
influenced key figures in the development of the GFTU, and explain how
biographical experience informed the construction of emotional communities.
Weaving biographies into this thesis is a direct answer to Chase’s call for more
‘imagination and, even, speculation in the writing of labour biography... [in order to]

make what we write a “good read™.8% Chase went on to further justify his call for

further historiographical emphasis on biographical materials by saying that

...biography has been, and will continue to be, a discursive strategy of central
importance to labour history. It challenges historians specialising in this field
to try and communicate... with an audience whose hunger for life stories can
not [sic] be quenched... [and] acknowledges that its characters were situated
in social structures or political regimes, but notes that they were not the
prisoners of or rendered powerless by these social structures or these political

regimes.®

Writing about experience (and including small details such as children’s names and
travel experiences) in a way that transports the reader into a more holistic
understanding of people’s lives at this time is therefore intended to give more depth
and nuance to the existing literature on the GFTU. This complements the broad
emotions history approach that takes into account the social and cultural experience
of feelings, by illustrating exactly how they were not ‘prisoners’, but instead active
participants in their 'emotional communities'. In short, an emotions angle can bring

home and working lives together in a way that aids explanation of the public lives.

Despite the lack of explicit study of emotions in the historiography, labour history has
been bursting with feeling throughout the twentieth century. This thesis takes a broad
interpretation of emotions as being anything that is felt by individuals that is likely to
cause a physical or cognitive reaction within that person, and makes use of Tiffany
Watt Smith’s assertion that ‘the meanings we charge an emotion with change our

79 Joyce Bellamy, John Saville, Keith Gildart, David Howell, Neville Kirk, eds., The Dictionary of
Labour Biography, Vols 1-15 (London, Macmillan, 1972-2019).

8 Chase, ‘Labour History’s Biographical Turn’, p. 200.

& |bid., p. 205.
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experience of it'.82 This explicit melding of cultural and biological understandings of
emotions is by no means a universally accepted way of understanding what
constitutes an emotion. Indeed, according to Febvre, the difficulty in finding a
definition and being able to locate emotions in history with any degree of certainty
was ‘at one and the same time extremely attractive and frightfully difficult’.3
However, the broad interpretation of feelings coupled with the understanding that the
experience of feeling is influence by society and culture — an approach that
Rosenwein herself has been explicitly comfortable with - lends itself easily to the
study of trade unions.84 Through a plethora of emotions, trade unionists create a
specific social community by establishing personal relationships; this, according to
Barbara Rosenwein, is an ‘emotional community’, and it is how the role of emotions

can be better understood in a trade union context.8%

Emotions such as ‘agitation’, ‘struggle’ and ‘solidarity’ are imprinted on the analysis
of trade unions, with a general tacit acceptance of the centrality of collective feeling
playing a key role in the creation of the labour movement. E. P. Thompson’s
definition of class still has relevancy here, particularly with its under-explored

emphasis on the role of feeling:

Class happens when some men, as a result of common experiences
(inherited or shared), feel and articulate the identity of their interests as
between themselves, and as against other men whose interests are different

from (and usually opposed to) theirs.86

A shared feeling is crucial to understanding the formation of trade unions and

emotions should be seen as an integral part of the history and culture of the British
labour movement. Although it’s primary concern is to highlight the role of an under-
researched organisation in the wider labour movement, it also suggests that that at

its core, the history of the British labour movement could also be understood is a

82 Watt Smith, Human Emotions, p. 9.

83 |_ucien Febvre, “Sensibility and History: How to Reconstitute the Emotional Life of the Past,” in A
New Kind of History: From the Writings of Febvre, ed. By Peter Burke, trans. K. Folca (New York:
Harper and Row, 1973) p. 19.

8 Boddice, History, p. 41-2.

85 Jan Plamper, The History of Emotions: In Introduction, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012) pp.
67-74.

86 E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 5" Edition (London: Penguin, 1991) p.
9.
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history of collective feelings and emotions. This can be seen in the construction of
emotional communities within individual trade unions, and in larger organisations,
such as the GFTU. Thus, there is considerable scope to revisit and revise the
usefulness of minutes, pamphlets, reports and articles in order to consider the

effects of individual and collective feeling on the history of British trade unionism.&”

The main source base that underpins this thesis are the GFTU records held at the
Bishopsgate Institute in London. They comprise of the annual reports, management
committee meeting minutes, general council meeting records, reports of
proceedings, quarterly reports, papers from the Joint Board, rulebooks, and
miscellaneous records. Through a digitisation project in 2013, many of these
documents have been made available online through the Bishopsgate Institute
website in order to facilitate greater engagement with academic researchers. | have
only used the records applicable to the 1899-1926 chronological scope of this thesis;
therefore there are still digitised sources, particularly those of the GFTU’s newspaper
The Federation News (1951-2001), that have been excluded from this study.

The GFTU were a national organisation, which has led to the need for greater
contextualisation for their activities than could perhaps be given to smaller, more
trades-specific organisations. In addition to using the GFTU records, | have also
explored the British Library’s newspaper archive to search the pages of the
organisation’s earliest publication, The Federationist (1913-1919), and the first two
years of its successor, The Democrat (1919-1927).88 Only the first two years of The
Democrat are applicable to this thesis because the general secretary of the GFTU
was either an editor, or frequently wrote articles for the newspaper, during this time.
In addition to the entries in the fifteen volumes of the Dictionary of Labour Biography,
| have also accessed census data in order to track some of the more obscure
members of the GFTU. There has also been additional information drawn from the
Parliamentary Archives London, the Modern Records Centre Warwick, the National

Archives, and the Labour History Archive and Study Centre at the Peoples’ History

87 Neville Kirk, ‘Class and the “Linguistic Turn” in Chartist and post-Chartist Historiography’, in Neville
Kirk (ed), Social Class and Marxism: Defences and Challenges (London: Routledge, 1996) pp. 87-
137.

88 GFTU, The Federationist, 1913-1919, British Library: LOU.LON 910 [1913], LOU.LON 871 [1915],
LOU.LON 849 [1916], LOU.LON 794 [1917]; The Democrat, 1919-1927, British Library: LOU.LON
1919 [1919], LOU.LON 200 [1920] and LOU.LON 199 [1921].
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Museum Manchester.8? There remains considerable scope to further explore the
GFTU’s role as a strike arbitrator, but the closure of archives during the Covid-19
pandemic meant that wider research into affiliated trade union archives was severely
limited. To mitigate the effects of archive closures, this thesis was redesigned to

focus more heavily on sources that were available online.

The chapters are structured around five emotions that align with and demonstrate
the importance of specific events and GFTU activities: hope, friendship, patriotism,
hostility and exclusion. Not only are these prominent themes within the GFTU’s work,
but they are also integral to early twentieth century trade unionism. Workers wanting
to act together in search of fairer wages and safer conditions did so out of a sense of
hope that it was possible. Their collective action operated on a network of friendship
that helped to sustain their actions through solidarity and community. The
environment of total war in Britain during 1914-1919 meant that trade unions had to
navigate and adopt varying degrees of patriotic fervour. Disagreements over
ideologies and the very purpose of trade unions caused considerable conflict and
hostility between labour leaders. Trade unions themselves could also often be
exclusionary of workers deemed to be outside of the ‘norm’, and the stories of those
left outside of union protection should also form a part of the wider narrative of the
labour movement. The emotions lens that supports this thesis is indicative of what a
new kind of trade union history can look like and how it can inform deeper analyses
of the British labour movement, by highlighting how collective feeling could inform

collective action.

Although this thesis is primarily concerned with the foundation years of the GFTU
between 1899 -1926, chapter one, ‘Hope’, begins with a brief overview of the
hundred years of labour movement growth that preceded its creation. This context is
crucial for understanding why the GFTU was established, what was hoped of it, and
how it was positioned within the swirl of industrial, political, and social challenges
that were a feature of late-Victorian/Edwardian Britain. The GFTU was but one of the
many inheritors of a labour tradition that called for more centralised power that had

less to do with localised, craft-based support, and more to do with recognising the

89 The Parliamentary Archives; The Modern Records Centre (University of Warwick); The National
Archives; The Labour History Archive and Study Centre (The People’s History Museum, Manchester).
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place of representation for the working class in a wider economic scene. The chapter
goes on to examine the early tasks of this fledging organisation as it built on the
optimism that fuelled calls for greater unity between trade unions. The GFTU focus
on their constitution, and who they appealed to for affiliation, alongside their
interpretation of the 1898 TUC’s plans for them, reveal the aspirations of their
leaders and supporters. The effect of personality on the formation and direction of
the GFTU is explored through critical biographies of the first general secretary, Isaac
Haig Mitchell (1867-1952) and first chairman, Peter Curran (1860-1910). Their trade
union backgrounds, family lives, religious beliefs and politics all brought distinct
ideals to the organisational culture of the GFTU. Their focus on building links
between the different factions in the labour movement led to their involvement in
creating a Joint Board. Consisting of representatives of the GFTU, the Labour Party
and the TUC, the Joint Board enabled each partner to consider issues of labour as a
united voice. Furthermore, the GFTU’s framing of the first episodes of industrial
unrest that they became involved in, such as the Penrhyn Quarryman’s dispute that
began in 1900, gives new insight into how the morality of strikes were portrayed both
by the GFTU and the popular press. There were strong emotional repudiations of
workers that the committee felt were striking for reasons of laziness,
unpreparedness, or sheer obstinacy; this was countered by their almost reverent
portrayal of workers that they deemed to be engaged in a more righteous battle for

better wages or conditions.

The following chapter, ‘Friendship’, primarily considers the role of close personal
relationships between labour leaders and the effect they had on the direction of their
organisations. It explores the life and politics of the most influential general secretary
of the GFTU, William A. Appleton (1859-1940). His firm belief in separation between
trade unionism and politics, and his staunch support of craft unions over general
unions during his tenure from 1907-1938, fundamentally changed both the outlook of
the GFTU and its standing as an organisation of national influence. The study of
Appleton is complemented by a profile of James O’Grady (1866-1934), GFTU
chairman from 1912-1918. The interaction between these two men and other trade
union leaders in Britain and abroad form the substance of the chapter which argues
that trade unionism was significantly affected by the vicissitudes of friendship

networks. A close relationship with the President of the American Federation of
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Labor (AFL), Samuel Gompers (1850-1924), allowed the GFTU to carry the mantle
of British trade unionism on the international stage. Their close working relationship
with Carl Legien (1861-1920), the German counterpart to William Appleton,
highlights a much more closely established network between European trade unions
than the existing historiography would suggest. The chapter also considers the
contested nature of ‘official’ friendship, and how this worked to create alliances that
protected certain labour leaders from the threat of scandals and accusations of
wrongdoing. The accusations of money-laundering and bribe-taking levelled at
Appleton only two years after he had first become the GFTU’s general secretary
were simultaneously dealt with and covered over by obfuscating minute-taking. This
provides brief insight into what official trade union communications could omit, and

what impact it had on feelings of trust and confidence.

‘Patriotism’, the third chapter, considers the intense fervour of support that the GFTU
gave to the British government during the first world war. Many trade unionists and
Labour Members of Parliament enthusiastically supported the war effort, and
representatives from the GFTU management committee took up places in the War
Emergency: Workers’ National Committee (WNC) led by the Labour MP Arthur
Henderson (1863-1935). After making progress concerning rent controls and
mitigating rising food prices, the GFTU liaised directly with Lloyd George’s
government regarding the issue of wage increases for the armed services. This was
a crucial period for the GFTU, as it marked the beginning of their decline in national
significance in terms of national trade union politics. The GFTU was enthusiastically
patriotic, which is demonstrated through a biography of Navvies’, Bricklayers’,
Labourers’ and General Labourers’ leader John Ward (1866 — 1934), and this began
to set them further apart from other trade unions. Despite this, the GFTU ran a

successful campaign to secure wage increases for the armed services.

Chapter four, ‘Hostility’, follows the thread of the previous chapter to consider how
key relationships that the GFTU, and more particularly Appleton, had with individuals
and organisations. Personal disagreements and professional differences of opinion
began to merge and mix, which dampened hopes of more cross-organisational
working and representation. Eventually, the intervention of the powerful miners’
leader Robert Smillie (1857-1940) ultimately led to the GFTU’s dismissal from the
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Joint Board; a development which left an enduring bitter resentment from Appleton
that affected the rest of his tenure as leader of the GFTU. His friendship with Carl
Legien descended into a hostile and public disagreement whilst the two men battled
with the war time expectations of their respective countries. The feelings expressed
by delegates to the annual meetings of the GFTU also indicate a hardening of
opinion against their former friends in Germany, as many that had lost sons or close
friends to the battlefields found it difficult to reconcile their new reality with their
previous feelings of international fraternal solidarity and friendship. This is borne out
in the story of a GFTU employee that was interred as an enemy alien after the war
broke out, and found his former friends and co-workers either could not or did not

want to help him.

Chapter five closes the thesis with ‘Exclusion’, which focuses on the ways trade
unions could be and often were impermeable structures to certain workers,
particularly women. Although each chapter contains at least one critical biography of
a GFTU management committee member or employee, it is notable that this section
of the thesis does not contain a profile of a female GFTU official. This is because the
GFTU did not have a female member on their management committee until 1970.%
However, this chapter outlines methods of exclusion by knitting together the scant
details of one woman'’s fight to keep control of the union she had formed for
Manchester weavers that a larger union (and GFTU affiliate) wished to absorb. The
few times that women were invited to take part in GFTU proceedings is also
considered, with close attention paid to a delegate from the Carpet Weavers’ Union

that was the first woman to speak on behalf of her own branch at a GFTU meeting.

Ultimately, the GFTU found themselves in a rapidly changing political, social and
industrial environment, whilst also struggling internally to align their financial
obligations set out in 1899 with their fiscal problems leading up to the general strike
of 1926. There is some reflection in the conclusion on the GFTU’s opposition to the
events of 1926. The GFTU was established to financially support Britain’s trade

unions, yet by 1926 and the organisation was unwilling to do so. This situation led to

9% Her name was Hilda Unsworth from the Amalgamated Weavers’ Association, and she served on
the GFTU management committee from 1970 -1974.
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a large number of secessions, and the beginning of a new directional phase for the

GFTU, which lies outside the scope of this thesis.

This thesis is not concerned with measuring the successes or failures of the GFTU,
but rather with examining the emotional struggle that underpinned the creation,
development, and politics of the organisation. There were sharp divisions of opinion
about who deserved to receive strike benefits, how much a trade union could
receive, and how and when the GFTU officials should be offering their arbitration
services. Pulling these disparate societies together in search of a consensus
required the fostering of a collective identity that could not be borne out of a shared
experience of a specific trade, a regional connection, or a common political affiliation.
This construction of a shared identity — of an emotional community — was crucial in

its development as a national organisation.
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Chapter One: Hope

‘In its inception, the GFTU aroused great hopes.’
- G.D. H. Cole, 1937
Introduction

The GFTU came into being in 1899 on a wave of hope for closer national unity, but it
had been a bumpy road. Before the New Unionism period saw casual labourers
combine alongside semi-skilled workers into large-scale trade unions, workers’
organisations had mostly been the preserve of skilled workers that focused on
controlling wage rates through guarding artisanal knowledge.? These skills-specific
trade unions and friendly societies inherited a medieval guild tradition and were
focused on preserving craft knowledge and apprenticeship systems. However, the
development of trade unionism prior to the GFTU’s creation was varied in terms of

localities and industries.

Towards federation: 1830s-1890s

The rigid anti-combination laws operative in the early 19th century did not prevent
some workers from engaging in collective action.® The 1834 trial, conviction and
transportation of the Tolpuddle martyrs — George Loveless, James Brine, James
Hammett, James Loveless, Thomas Standfield and John Standfield - was the most
famous example of struggle in the early 1800s. However, there were other significant
union movements happening in other trades and localities in the 1830s. Although
Loveless was a farm labourer in Dorset, he had become connected with other
pockets of organising workers from as far away as Yorkshire and had adapted new

ideas and methods of bargaining from them in order to request advances in wages.*

" G. D. H. Cole, A Short History of the British Working Class Movement (London: Routledge, 1937) p.
259.

2 G. D. H. Cole, An Introduction to Trade Unionism (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1954) pp. 76-
88.

3 Joyce Marlow, The Tolpuddle Martyrs (London: Grafton, 1985).

4 William H Oliver, ‘The Tolpuddle Martyrs and Trade Union Oaths’, Labour History (Canberra) 10
(1966) pp. 5-12.
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The conviction of Loveless and his compatriots was doubtless indicative of the
general anxiety within government at the increasing number of workers attempting to
negotiate collectively for better conditions and pay, and the trial and conviction was
seen as very heavy-handed. The six farm labourers had not engaged in any
bargaining, protests, or strikes; they had simply sworn an oath to represent
themselves collectively to their employers and to sign to up to a new organisation
called the Grand National Consolidated Trades Union (Grand National) that had
been formed in 1833.% The brainchild of Robert Owen (1771-1858), the Grand
National’s membership figures and affiliate list is not known for sure, but according to
G. D. H. Cole, its very formation made employers and government worried over the
increasing appetite for workplace organisation.® Although it took years for the
Tolpuddle Martyrs to be pardoned, the speeches, marches, songs and general surge
of support felt towards them in the intervening years took the government by surprise

as highlighted by the Webbs in their classic study:

The Grand National Consolidated Trades Union proved to have a wider
influence than the government expected. The whole machinery of the
organisation was turned to the preparation of petitions and the holding of
public meetings, and a wave of sympathy rallied, for a few weeks, the
drooping energies of the members. Cordial relations were established with the
five great unions which remained outside the ranks, for the northern counties
were mainly organised by the Builders’ Union, the Leeds, Huddersfield and
Bradford District Union, the Clothiers’ Union, the Cotton-spinners’ Union, and
the Potters’ Union, which on this occasion sent delegates to London to assist
the executive of the Grand National. The agitation culminated in a monster
procession of trade unionists to the Home Office to present a petition to Lord
Melbourne - the first of the great “demonstrations” which have since become a
regular part of the machinery of London politics. The proposal to hold this

possession had excited at the utmost alarm, both in friends and to foes.”

5G. D. H. Cole, British Working Class Politics 1832-1914 (Routledge: London, 1941, 2020) pp. 16-19.
6 G. D. H. Cole and Raymond Postgate, The Common People 1740-1946, 4t Edition (Routledge:
London, 1938, 1976) pp. 262-7.

7 Beatrice Webb and Sidney Webb, The History of Trade Unionism (London: Andesite Press, 1920,
2015) p. 147.
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The peaceful procession was a success, and the ‘alarm’ caused by its display of
unity and the ‘cordial relations’ created between organisations being noteworthy.
However, despite causing alarm, the Grand National itself suffered financially after
having to support strikes that it could not afford over the following years, and many
unions began to break away or ceased to exist in the face of government hostility

before it had any opportunity to effect tangible change.®

It would be tempting to point to the Grand National as an informative ancestor of the
GFTU, because of its role as a unifying trade union umbrella organisation. True
enough, it was the first time that different trade unions and societies had come
together in recognition of their shared interests. It is also true that there is a poignant
parallel between the GFTU and this other federated umbrella organisation that soon
lost its gleam of hopeful potential. However, a more apt comparison can be drawn
with a much smaller organisation that formed in the wake of the “Tolpuddle Martyrs’
transportation: the London Dorchester Labourers’ Committee. Led by the Chartist
leader Robert Hartwell (1810-1875), this was a small group of people that were
instrumental in keeping the story of the six convicted labourers alive and whose
efforts were largely responsible for their eventual pardon and release.® They did this
by printing cheap pamphlets which spread the story far and wide to nurture the
memory, and to make sure that memory kept spreading until it was a powerful
common cause for unity through the shared feelings the memory created.® To this
day, the six Dorchester men are remembered through songs, plays and festivals,
forming a focal point for the origins of collective labour identity.!" Like the Dorchester
Labourers’ Committee the GFTU was also spearheaded by a small a small
committee of dedicated members that worked to keep connections strong. The

GFTU may have numbered well over a million members at one point, but it was the

8 Henry Pelling, A History of British Trade Unionism (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1963) pp. 39-41.

9 Gerald B. Hurst, ‘The Dorchester Labourers, 1834’, The English Historical Review, 40, 157 (1925) p.
67.

0 The creation and distribution of cheap pamphlets was a relatively new method of communication at
this time. In particular, a pamphlet called The Victims of Whiggery; being a statement of the
persecutions, experiences by the Dorchester Labourers their trial, banishment etc (1837) was
particularly important in spreading awareness of their cause. For more information, see David
Englander, ‘Tolpuddle: the making of martyrs’, History Today, 34, 12 (1984) p. 47.

"1 Clare Griffiths, ‘From “Dorchester Labourers” to “Tolpuddle Martyrs”: Celebrating Radicalism in the
English Countryside’, in Quentin Outram and Keith Laybourn (eds), Secular Martyrdom in Britain and
Ireland (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018).
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dedication of a handful of men on its management committee that ensured their

permanence as a trade union presence for 120 years.

The continuing legacy of the Tolpuddle case also found a home within the
burgeoning political movement of the working class. The period of 1780-1830 is
pinpointed by E. P. Thompson as the time in which most working people began to
feel their identity as a group that had interests in opposition to their employers and
rulers.'? The transformation of the ‘Dorchester Labourers’ in the Webbs’ The History
of Trade Unionism into the ‘Tolpuddle Martyrs’ is indicative of the powerful pull that
stories of subjugation and oppression had on building a collective identity from
shared struggle. The emotional pull of shared memories that were spread by people
such as the Dorchester Labourers’ Committee played a crucial role in the building of
that shared feeling of identity. The rise of Chartism in the 1840s, in which millions of
working people signed petitions calling for more democratic representation and
rights, was an expression of this.'® The Chartist petition was ultimately unsuccessful,
but it provided the roots of a shared legacy of martyrdom that was invoked time and

time again in the building of labour and working-class traditions.

It was not until the creation of the Amalgamated Society of Engineers (ASE) in 1851,
a trade union organisation that would eventually become a founding member of the
GFTU, that large-scale trade unionism was seen in a major industry. The ASE’s
formation also heralded the period the Webbs referred to as ‘New Model’ unionism,
which was characterised by large ‘amalgamateds’ of skilled workers that prized their
craft-exclusiveness.'* The leaders of the largest of these organisations would meet
regularly throughout the 1860s and discussed the ways in which trade unions ought

to operate and how they should be representing their members. However, the extent

2 E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 5™ Edition (London: Penguin, 1991).
3 For a selection of general works on Chartism, see Malcolm Chase, Chartism: A New History,
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2007); David Goodway, London Chartism 1838-1848,
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982); Edward Royle, Chartism, 3 Edition (London:
Routledge, 2014); Owen Ashton, Robert Fyson and Stephen Roberts (eds), The Chartist Legacy,
(Rendlesham: Merlin Press, 1999). For cultural explorations of Chartism, see Mike Sanders, The
Poetry of Chartism: Aesthetics, Politics, History, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009);
James Epstein and Dorothy Thompson (eds), The Chartist Experience: Studies in Working-Class
Radicalism and Culture, 1830-60, (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1982); Kate Bowan and Paul A
Pickering, ‘Songs for the Millions’: Chartist Music and Popular Aural Tradition’, Labour History Review,
74,1 (2009) pp. 44-63; Joan Allen and Owen R Ashton (eds) Papers for the People: A Study of the
Chatrtist Press, (London: Merlin P., 2005).

14 Beatrice Webb and Sidney Webb, The History of Trade Unionism (London: Andesite Press, 1920,
2015).
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of this influence has been debated. Whilst the Webbs felt that the leaders of these
large organisations (whom they termed the ‘Junta’) discouraged militancy but
encouraged trade unions to grow their friendly society membership benefits and
centralise their strike funds, later historians have pointed to the wide variety of

smaller unions not represented either by these amalgamateds or by their ethos.'

The trade union landscape in the latter half of the nineteenth century was indeed
complex. Some industries, such as cotton or coalmining, were well organised in
terms of their cohesiveness and ability to represent workers in wage negotiations
and issues of health and safety. Other trades were still rife with division. This was
usually a result of differing skill levels and competing ideas of how to control wage
rates between craftsmen and labourers, or the divisions were based more on
regional factionalism. Despite the variety, actual aggregate trade union membership
was low: only about a quarter of Britain’s working population paid into a union or
friendly society during the latter part of the nineteenth century.'® However, this low
figure can be deceptive, as it was subject to huge geographical and industrial
variations that were also affected by questions of gender and age. Nevertheless, the
creation of the ASE and their organisational structure was a significant development.
They were conciliatory wherever possible and rewarded the loyalty of their members
with generous unemployment, superannuation, and sickness benefits.'” Although the
Webbs overstate the influence of the ASE, there is no doubt that this organization
helped to entrench the idea that unions were a useful presence and a source of

support in many working communities.

The most notable trade union advance of this period was the creation of the Trades
Union Congress (TUC) in 1868. This was the first national gathering of trade unions
in Britain, and marked a watershed moment in the advancement of working-class
industrial representation.'® As an earlier version of a congress that had been
focused on the organised resistance to lockouts had quickly collapsed, the new idea

of a discussion-based congress took hold after Sam Nicholson and William Wood

5 Keith Laybourn, A History of British Trade Unions 1770-1990 (Stroud: Alan Sutton, 1992) pp. 38-9.
6 Alice Prochaska, History of the General Federation of Trade Unions (London: George Allen and
Unwin, 1982), p. 2.

7 Hamish Fraser, Trade Unions and Society: The Struggle for Acceptance, 1850-1880 (London:
Routledge, 1974) pp. 29-31.

8 Ross M Martin, TUC: The Growth of a Pressure Group 1868-1976 (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1980).
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invited ‘trades councils and federated societies’ to their version of a middle- and
upper-class social science forum.'® Despite the creation of the TUC and the hope for
further advancement that it gave, trade union membership experienced a decline in
the later part of the 1870s. It was difficult to exert meaningful power as the Great
Depression caused a surge in unemployment.?® Non-craft union membership
plummeted, and many smaller unions ceased to exist.?’ This led G. D. H. Cole and
the Webbs to characterise this period of trade unionism as relatively sluggish, even
though Cole roundly disputed the Webbs’ more general ‘New Model’ characterisation
of the era.?2 However, craft union membership appeared to have either remained
reasonably steady, or indeed to have grown, which is likely to have been due to their
methods of localised negotiation and avoidance of large-scale disturbances.?® The
advent of conciliation was also a notable development, although its use varied
greatly depending on locality and trade, and was more likely to be in craft-based
trades or in union branches with more moderate leadership.?* Despite the fluctuating
fortunes of trade unionism and the varieties in which workers’ organisations could

engage with industrial matters, the TUC remained a constant presence.

As the British economy recovered, so too did trade unions. Referred to as ‘New
Unionism’ by the Webbs, this later period of the nineteenth century was
characterised by the loosening grip of the craft unions on their strict entry
requirements.?® There was now a new appetite for trade unionism to have a wider
outlook. Perhaps due to the high deprivation and poverty brought on by high
unemployment in the later 1870s, new firebrand personalities stormed the stage with
their militant speeches and high-profile strikes. The Bryant and May matchstick
factory workers demanded safer working conditions and better pay in 1888, proving

against prevailing expectations that women workers were indeed able to organise,

9 Henry Pelling, A History of British Trade Unionism (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1963) p. 71.

20 Albert Musson, ‘The Great Depression in Britain, 1873-1896: A Reappraisal’, The Journal of
Economic History, 19, 2 (1959) pp. 199-228.

21 John Lovell, British Trade Unions 1875-1933, (London: Macmillan, 1977) p. 11.

22 G. D. H. Cole, ‘Some Notes on British Trade Unionism in the Third Quarter of the Nineteenth
Century’, International Review for Social History 2, 1 (1937) p. 1-3; Sidney Webb and Beatrice Webb,
History of Trade Unionism, 2" Edition (London: Longmans Green and Co, 1920) p. 350.

28 Hugh Armstrong Clegg, Alan Fox and Arthur Thompson, A History of British Trade Unions since
1889, Volume | (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1964) p. 43.

24 Victor Allen, The Sociology of Industrial Relations, (Hoboken: Prentice Hall Publishing, 1971) p. 82.
25 Keith Laybourn, A History of British Trade Unionism c. 1770-1990, (Stroud: Allen Sutton, 1992) p.
66.
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fight and win.?® The following year, the previously factional and unorganised dockers
and shipyard workers were brought together by Will Thorne and Ben Tillett to form
the Dock, Wharf, Riverside and General Labourers’ Union. The abject poverty of the
London dock workers shocked the public, and their successful strike for better
conditions came hot on the heels of an increasing level of public sympathy for the
working poor.?” Public sympathy in turn brought a new sense of hope that general
collective action on behalf of all workers, regardless of their skill level, could create
an environment in which all workers had the agency to change their pay and

conditions.

This new wave of militancy brought trade unionism together with issues of social
justice and politics. Whereas the influence of radicalism and reformism through the
Liberal Party remained a tenacious component to any calls for political
representation for labour, there was now a growing call for working class people to
have their own voice in parliament, especially as the influence of socialism on trade
unionism began to take hold.?® Although not necessarily widespread, socialist
thought did seem to galvanise the large, high profile strikes of the late 1880s, but this
was also against the significant backdrop of other movements and organisations.
The Co-Operative movement, non-conformism and the Fabian Society were also
gaining influence in particular localities, and the developments support a picture of
industrial change that is complex rather than linear. In the cotton spinning and
weaving industries, a traditional area of fierce skills-guarding that had focused on
unionism for skilled workers only, there was a new wave of militancy, a number of
amalgamations created, and a new focus on wider political as well as industrial
representation.?® The creation of the Independent Labour Party (ILP) under the
leadership of Keir Hardie (1865 — 1915) in 1893 was certainly testimony to the

growing confluence of socialism and labour organisation, despite the highly

26 | ouise Raw, Striking a Light: The Bryant and May Matchwomen and their Place in History, (London:
Continuum, 2011).

27 Rob Sewell, In The Cause of Labour: The History of British Trade Unionism, (London: Wellred
Books, 2003).

28 John Lovell, British Trade Unions 1875-1933, (London: Macmillan, 1977) p. 20.

29 Lynden Briscoe, The Textile and Clothing Industries of the United Kingdom (Manchester: University
of Manchester, 1971).
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problematic and varied approach that many trade unions had to the question of

working-class representation.3°

The picture of workers’ organisations in the 1890s was complex, but it was pressure
from the changing nature of employers’ actions that created the definitive catalyst for
the creation of the GFTU. Some employers began to work together in a mirror image
of the growing partnerships between trade unions, the first of was the National
Federated Association of Employers of Labour, which was founded in 1873.3! Similar
employer-led organisations were flourishing in specific industries throughout the later
decades of the nineteenth century, with varying degrees of militant and conciliatory
tones, whilst the foundation of the National Free Labour Association in 1893
provided black leg labour for business owners in order to help break strikes.3? The
most high-profile battle between an employers’ federation and a trade union took
place in 1897-8.3% The ASE’s threat to strike for an eight-hour day and further union
control over new machine usage led to the Employers’ Federation of Engineering
Associations (AFEA) calling a bitter national lock out that lasted for seven long
months. Throughout, vibrant displays of solidarity and support took the form of fund-
raising football matches, concerts and a widely-reported-on demonstration in Hyde
Park. The support for the ASE from other labour leaders was highlighted by
‘energetic campaigns in the labour press’.3* Thousands of pounds were raised from
domestic and international trade union organisations to support the striking workers.
However, the effect of the exhilarating shows of support could not drown out the
devastating effect of the lockout on other trades operating around the engineering

trade. The solidarity between the employers caught other workers in its grasp, as

30 Keir Hardie has been widely credited as the maker of the Labour Party and was a key figure in the
development of the labour movement. For biographical information, see: Kenneth O’Morgan, Keir
Hardie: Radical and Socialist, (London: George Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1975); Bob Holman, Keir
Hardie: Labour’s Greatest Hero?, (London: Lion Books, 2010); Keir Hardie, From Serfdom to
Socialism, (London: George Allen, 1907).

31 For further work on employers’ organisations, see Geoffrey Alderman, ‘The National Free Labour
Association. A Case-study of organised strike-breaking in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries’, International Review of Social History, 21, (1976) pp. 309-36; Ernest Phelps Brown, The
Growth of British Industrial Relations, (London: Macmillan, 1965)pp. 164-8; Arthur Mclvor, ‘Employers’
Organisation and Strikebreaking in Britain, 1880-1914’ International Review of Social History, 29
(2008) pp. 1-33.

32 Arthur Mclvor, ‘Employers’ Organisation and Strikebreaking in Britain, 1880-1914’ International
Review of Social History, 29, 1 (2008) p. 6.

33 Ernest Phelps Brown, The Growth of British Industrial Relations, (London: Macmillan, 1965) pp.
162-3.

34 Prochaska, General Federation of Trade Unions, p. 4.
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boilermakers and patternmakers found themselves unable to work in the lock out
either. The wide-reaching fallout further strained the collective feeling of solidarity as
these trade unions attempted separate negotiations with individual employers in
open defiance to the ASE.3® The bitterness and resentment caused by this perceived

betrayal would have lasting effects on the delicate cohesion between trade unions.¢

There was, however, a revitalised appreciation of the need for more effective
solidarity between workers’ organisations that grew out of the trauma of this failure.
Witnessing the destruction of the mighty ASE in the face of employers’ solidarity
showed trade union leaders that they had to be able to work together more
effectively. Financially, the employers were powerful; trade unions could be
financially powerful too, but only if they pooled their resources in a more meaningful
way than the ad hoc levy system. There began the lengthy discussions, proposals
and debates about how financial reserves could be collected centrally to match and
eventually surpass the economic hold that employers had over labour throughout the
1890s.3” These discussions eventually brought the GFTU into fruition; indeed, even
as far into the future as 1920, the then Chairman of the GFTU Joseph Cross noted
that the ‘one principal cause of bringing this Federation into existence was the
disastrous result of the engineers’ strike’.38 The following section will outline how the
journey from the ASE’s failure to the formation of the GFTU was as complex and
variable as the factions of the labour movement, but how ultimately it was the TUC-
endorsed scheme, rather than a more socialist plan, that won the endorsements and
support required to be able to fully establish a federation for all the trade unions of

Britain.

Hope for Unity

At the 1898 Bristol Congress, James O’Grady walked beneath the high, barrel-

vaulted ceiling of Colston Hall, stood in front of 450 labour delegates, and gave the

35 Eric Wigham, The Power to Manage: A History of the Engineering Employers’ Federation, (London:
Macmillan, 1973) pp. 46-9.

36 Laybourn, A History of British Trade Unionism, p. 88.

37 Logie Barrow and lan Bullock, Democratic Ideas and the British Labour Movement, (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1996) pp. 109-39.

38 Proceedings and Report July 1920 — June 1921, Bishopsgate Institute, GFTU/4/14.
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opening address as the first publicly socialist President of the TUC.2% Although
O’Grady is perhaps best-known as one of the Labour MPs to enter parliament in the
1906 general election, he had previously worked as a cabinetmaker and a national
organiser for the National Amalgamated Furnishing Trades’ Association (NAFTA).
Keir Hardie later praised O’Grady’s ‘clear, strong pronouncement for Socialism and
independent political action’ that ‘commanded earnest attention, and at one or two
points evoked quite a hurricane of cheers’.*® O’Grady had declared that the whole
movement, the industrial and the political, ‘must be concentrated upon the best way
to checkmate the latest manifestations of the capitalist force that has threatened the
very existence of our trade organisations’.#' He was referring directly to the ASE
lockout. Hardie seemed to consider his appointment as President as a symbol of the
possible new direction of the whole movement, in opposition to the likes of Robert
Knight, who ‘survey[ed] the scene placidly, himself more Tory than Lord Salisbury’.4?
His hope that O’Grady’s presence and speech would ‘mark a fresh development of
the trade union movement’ was clear, although the exact direction of this

development was still very much up for debate.*3

Even though O’Grady’s hurricane of applause had opened the meeting in which the
GFTU would be voted into existence, the exact plan with which the trade unionists of
the country could federate was still being hotly debated. One scheme for federation
that was concocted by P.J. King, an obscure trade union activist who managed to
find a willing and enthusiastic supporter in Robert Blatchford, the editor of The
Clarion, almost got off the ground in the aftermath of the ASE lockout.** King’s
scheme for a National and International General Federation of Trade and Labour
Unions (NIGFTLU) was formally established in the summer of 1898, with Robert
Smillie — the then chairman of the Scottish Trades Union Congress and eventual

leader of the Miners’ Federation of Great Britain — as President, a full two months

39 David E. Martin ‘James O’Grady’, in The Dictionary of Labour Biography Vol I, Joyce Bellamy and
John Saville, eds., (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 1972) pp. 286-9.

40 [ abour Leader, 3 September 1898, p. 3; The delegates that year included a number of international
visitors, although the TUC’s involvement with international trade unionism had been very lax. This
was a role that would be taken up by the GFTU and is explored further in chapter two.

41 TUC Annual Report, 1898, www.unionhistory.info, accessed 20 September 2020.

42 [ abour Leader, 3 September 1898, p. 3; For biographical information on Robert Knight, see Alistair
Reid, ‘Robert Knight (1833-1911)’, Dictionary of Labour Biography Vol. VI, Joyce Bellamy and John
Saville, eds., (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1982) pp. 177-85.
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before the TUC could meet.*> King was confident that the TUC would simply ‘fall in
line’ and vote to endorse the NIGFTLU because his plan had been so well-publicised
by the Clarion.*

However, TUC proceedings took an unexpectedly dramatic turn. A fire broke out in
an adjoining building in the early hours of the following morning, which caused the
grand Colston Hall meeting room to go up in flames.4” Thankfully there were no
casualties, but the vote on federation was adjourned until the following year. This
delay proved fatal for Knight’s plan, but crucial for the foundation of what was to
become the GFTU, because it allowed the TUC’s Parliamentary Committee time to
organise support for their own plan for federation.*® Eventually, a much-reduced
number of delegates met again at Manchester on a cold January day in 1899 to
officially establish the new centralised strike fund and arbitration scheme that had
been designed by the Parliamentary Committee. Excitement and hopeful enthusiasm
set against a backdrop of factional arguments that abruptly turned into a more

subdued state of affairs would turn out to be an apt beginning for the GFTU.

After some meetings chaired by the Parliamentary Committee in the early months of
1899, the newly elected management committee of the GFTU held their first meeting
on the 19" of July at the Westminster Palace Hotel, London.*® Their purpose was
financial and consultative; their main remit being the provision of advice, mediation
and strike benefits to affiliated unions. Trade unions and friendly societies were
required to pay a separate membership fee directly to the GFTU in addition to their
TUC membership fees in order to be eligible for these benefits; the amount that they
paid depended on the size of the union, and the percentage was to take into account
the financial requirements and hardships experienced during periods of intense
industrial unrest, economic fluctuations, and war. The TUC had little involvement
with the GFTU from the moment the Parliamentary Committee voted in the new
executive, except for the mutual delegations to their respective annual gatherings,

and the management committee of the GFTU were able to act as a fully autonomous

45 |bid., p. 124.

46 ‘Trades Federation’, Clarion, 20 August 1898, p. 4.

47 ‘Colston Hall Fire’, Bristol Times and Mirror, 2 September 1898, p. 5.

48 A thoroughly detailed account of the entanglement between the TUC’s Parliamentary Committee
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Barrow and Bullock, Democratic pp. 127-32.
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executive board without any oversight from what they often referred to as the ‘parent’
body. Individual members of the GFTU management committee were elected at their
annual council; they travelled to disputes when they occurred, met with trade union
leaders and employers, reported back to the other members of the management
committee, and administered benefits when they were required. As the TUC debated

and considered, the GFTU acted and functioned.

Within the GFTU, and indeed within the wider movement, there remained significant
friction between the socialist-leaning arm of the labour movement that wanted more
strikes and faster change, and labour leaders with a more conciliatory outlook on
trade unionism. The tensions embodied by the factional support for either King’s
federation scheme or the Parliamentary Committee’s scheme did not evaporate once
the GFTU was established; indeed, direct opposition to any kind of federation was
still heard in the debates of the TUC once the GFTU had been formed, and tensions
between the TUC and GFTU were quick to appear.®® This strain was borne out in the
discussions over how the GFTU should operate, because whilst some wanted a
fighting fund that could be used as a show of financial strength, others wanted the
GFTU to be an instrument of conciliation first and a strike fund only when absolutely
necessary. There were also many differences of opinion regarding several aspects
of the GFTU'’s rules, including the definition of a dispute and under what
circumstances the GFTU ought to pay benefit to out of work workers which was a

frequent and contentious point debated at the yearly meetings.

Although the earliest record of the yearly council meeting to include verbatim
minutes at the GFTU is 1903, the brief records for 1900 — 02 include proposed
amendments to rules. The first proposed amendment from GFTU delegates was
issued by the National Union of Gas Workers’ and General Labourers’ Union
(NUGWAGL) in which they asked for the GFTU to ‘render financial assistance to
connect societies directly concerned where disputes do occur, and to assist in their

settlement by just an equitable methods’.5" This amendment highlighted the effect

50 As the TUC had made the GFTU to be an autonomous organisation that was to be consulted on all
industrial matters, and their creation of the Labour Representation Committee in 1900 also left the
TUC without a need to be consulted on political matters, questions regarding the very purpose of the
TUC soon appeared. This was a fundamental question of purpose that plagued the GFTU in its early
years, and will be explored throughout the thesis as external factors and political changes affected the
existence of the GFTU.

51 General Council Meeting Records, 1901, Bishopsgate Institute, GFTU/3/2.
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that a strike or lockout could have on people working in adjacent trades; for example,
an employer could be unwilling or unable to offer work to a group of weavers any
work if the spinners were striking. There were frequent calls for the GFTU to provide
financial assistance in these cases, and requested amendments such as these were
commonplace throughout the early years of the GFTU. This request was likely to
have been made by Will Thorne (1857-1946), leader of the NGGWGL.52 He was a
frequent delegate to the GFTU, and a vocal critic of the GFTU’s narrow definition of
an industrial dispute. Although there were many calls to do so, it was never official
GFTU policy to support sympathetic strikes. On occasion, they would use their
discretion to determine how directly involved a union was with the dispute in
question, but this became too onerous a financial burden as the GFTU headed into

their tenth year.

The first management committee, even those that saw themselves as keen
socialists, were still adamant that they were to act as advisors to trade unions that
wanted to negotiate with employers, rather than generous controllers of an ample
purse that could finance lofty revolutionary ideas. How these policies were created
were a direct result of the personalities and ideas of the men on the management
committee, and so it is useful to consider who the men were, their trade union
backgrounds and how their own political viewpoints translated into GFTU policies

and practices.

The First Management Committee

The first GFTU meeting elected a diverse mix of personalities and trade union
political cultures to their management committee, which included some already well-
known and other more obscure labour leaders. The first members of the committee
were Peter Curran, representative of the Gasworkers’ Union and Independent
Labour Party (ILP) member, elected as the first chairman; Isaac Mitchell of the ASE
and the ILP was the first General Secretary; and Ben Tillett of the Dock, Wharf,
Riverside and General Labourers’ Union (DWRGLU); Joseph N. Bell of the National

52 David E. Martin ‘William James Thorne’, Dictionary of Labour Biography Vol I, Joyce Bellamy and
Jon Saville, eds., (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1972) pp. 314-9.
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Amalgamated Union of Labour (NAUL); Joseph Maddison of the Friendly Society of
Iron Founders (FSIF), Allen Gee of the Yorkshire Textile Workers’ Federation;
Matthew Arndale of the United Machine Workers; Alexander Wilkie of the Associated
Society of Shipwrights; Thomas Mallalieu of the Amalgamated Society of
Journeymen Felt Hatters; James Holmes of the National Hosiery Federation; William
J. Davis of the National Society of Amalgamated Brass Workers; Thomas Ashton of
the Amalgamated Cotton Spinners’ Association (Cotton Spinners’); Henry Newell of
the National Amalgamated Society of Operative House and Ship Painters and
Decorators; James Crinion of the Amalgamated Association of Card and Blowing
Room Operatives; and William Boyd Hornidge of the National Union of Boot and
Shoe Operatives (NUBSO), were all elected as part of the management committee.%3
James Sexton of the National Union of Dock Labourers and John R Clynes from the
Gasworkers’ Union would serve as the first two auditors, although William Millington
from the Associated Shipwrights was also an auditor for the first few months.%* Their
politics and backgrounds were varied, and although not all of them remained with the
GFTU for very long, the range of backgrounds mirrored the continuing

disagreements on the very purpose of the GFTU.

The GFTU leadership remained in the hands of representatives from craft unions
throughout its existence, but important players from general unions were also

represented on its management committee. They included Tillett, Curran, Sexton

53 For biographical information, see their entries in the Dictionary of Labour Biography: Barbara Nield,
‘Peter (Pete) Francis Curran (1860-1910)’, Dictionary of Labour Biography Vol IV, Joyce Bellamy and
John Saville, eds., (Basingstoke: Macmillan,1977) pp. 65-8; John Saville and A.P. Topham, Benjamin
‘Tillett (1860-1943)’, Dictionary of Labour Biography Vol IV, Joyce Bellamy and John Saville, eds.,
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1977); Keith Laybourn, ‘Allen Gee (1852-1939)’, Dictionary of Labour
Biography Vol lll, Joyce Bellamy and John Saville, eds., (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1976) pp. 81-4;
Joyce Bellamy and John Saville, ‘Alexander Wilkie (1850-1928)’, Dictionary of Labour Biography Vol
Ill, Joyce Bellamy and John Saville, eds., (Basingstoke, Macmillan,1976); David Howell, ‘James
Holmes (1850-1911)’, Dictionary of Labour Biography Vol XI, eds David Howell, Keith Gildart and
Neville Kirk (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2003) pp. 130-40; Margaret Espinasse and John Saville,
‘William James Davis (1848-1934)," Dictionary of Labour Biography Vol VI, Joyce Bellamy and John
Saville, eds., (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1982) 92-9; Naomi Reed, ‘Thomas Ashton (1841-1919)’,
Dictionary of Labour Biography Vol VI, Joyce Bellamy and John Saville, eds., (Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 1972) 8-10. There have been no biographical entries written for Isaac Mitchell, Joseph
Bell, Joseph Maddison, Matthew Arndale, Thomas Mallalieu, Henry Newell, James Crinion or William
Boyd in either the Dictionary of Labour Biography or the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography.
Labour historians have tended to show more interest in leaders that went into politics as well as trade
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54 Eric Taplin, ‘James Sexton (1956-1938)’ Dictionary of Labour Biography Vol IX, Joyce Bellamy and
John Saville, eds., (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1993) pp. 248-55; J. S. Middleton and Marc Brodie,
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and Bell. Sexton left the GFTU in 1904, although he continued to enjoy the
confidence of those on the management committee. During his involvement in the
1911 transport strike, the GFTU brushed off newspaper accusations that Sexton was
inciting the strikers to violence, and instead insisted that whilst it was true that
‘workpeople occasionally lose their tempers.... the acts complained of are most
frequently the work of the unorganised’.>® The other three general trade unionists
remained for many years and would often highlight the different effects that trade
union policies designed for craft unionists would have on the workers they
represented. For instance, Tillett’s long-running special interest in trade union
regulation of the ex-servicemen coming into the work force was guided by the high
proportion of them seeking out low or semi-skilled work as dockers, but his
reasoning was often challenged by his craft-based colleagues such as Arthur
Henderson.%¢ The Cotton Spinners, represented by Ashton, were thought of as one
of the ‘aristocrats’ of trade union organisations, and together with the ASE,
represented two of the three biggest trade unions of the 1890s.5” Ashton and the
other textile union representatives remained constant figures in the GFTU, and only
left when they reached retirement (rather than leaving as their organisations seceded
or leaving for different jobs in the civil service or politics). This consolidated their
dominance in the GFTU, because other delegates that had attended fewer annual

meetings and had less opportunity to make their presence felt.

In summary, the people that led the GFTU in its infancy came from a variety of
trades and backgrounds, but there was already a significant lean towards craft
unionism and a particular emphasis on the textile industry in its earliest days that
endured well into the middle of the twentieth century. The GFTU, as an umbrella
organisation, did not necessarily have the shared experience of a trade to act as a
unifying factor in the same way that a single trade union would, and so it was
effectively down to the men in charge to form their own sense of shared unity. Their
personalities, experiences and politics played a crucial role in the building of an

‘emotional community’. To begin to explore the role of personality in this way, the
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following section will focus on the lives of the two most important men in the GFTU’s

first decade: the first chairman, and the first general secretary.

Pete Curran: GFTU Chairman 1899 - 1910

Although he only seems to make occasional appearances in labour histories, Pete
Curran had earned a reputation as a popular socialist orator by the time of his
election to the GFTU chairmanship. Patrick ‘Pete’ Francis Curran, son of Irish
immigrants Bridget and George Curran, a causey layer, was born on the 28" of
March 1860 in Glasgow.%® Like most labour leaders at the time, Curran received only
basic schooling before beginning his working life in a blacksmith’s shop at the age of
ten.5% Although he was raised a Catholic, according to journalist Joseph Clayton
(1867-1943) he was non-practicing for most of his life, but was reconciled with his
faith before he died.®® He became involved with socialism just at the point of its
growing importance in Scotland, starting with activism in the Irish and Scottish land
reform movements before joining the Social Democratic Federation (SDF) soon after
it was founded in 1881.5" He then married Mary Mclintyre, the daughter of an egg
dealer, and moved south to find work at the Royal Arsenal in Woolwich.®? It has been
suggested that this move to London was a result of his growing reputation as a
socialist orator on the street corners of Glasgow; although he was building his

reputation in his trade union and political circles, he would have had problems finding
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and keeping work if employers deemed him too much of an agitator.%® In London, he
formed lasting friendships with Will Thorne and Ben Tillett, both of whom would go
on to be active members or delegates of the GFTU. Curran worked with Tillett and
Thorne to set up the National Union of Gasworkers and General Labourers in 1889
(renamed as the National Union of General Workers (NUGW) in 1916) and became
one of the first district secretaries. He was a convincing and effective organiser and

was integral to the winning of the eight-hour day for his members.%*

The following year, Curran gained national celebrity status after his conviction for his
involvement in a dockers’ strike in Plymouth.8% Along with George Shepheard
(Dockers’ Union) and John Matthews (Bristol, West of England and South Wales
Trade Operatives), Curran attempted to persuade a coal merchant named G. F.
Treleaven to only employ men affiliated to a trade union.®® The merchant accused
Curran of threatening behaviour during their negotiations, and so although Curran
maintained his innocence, he was found guilty and ordered to pay a £20 fine under
the 1875 Conspiracy and Protection of Property Act. Curran’s fan base during the
trial was significant: the considerable crowd that gathered in support of Curran and
the other two men accused of intimidation apparently ‘expressed much
dissatisfaction’ at the verdict.®” The Gasworkers’ Union had drummed up
considerable interest in the case, and Curran embarked on a national tour to
publicise his appeal against the conviction: the Sunderland Echo’s proclamation of
support for the ’he Plymouth Martyr’ was indicative of the widespread understanding
that this one case was more about ending victimisation than it was about the three
individual convictions.®8 Eventually Curran’s conviction was quashed in an appeal
and, in an added boon for the trade union movement, the Employers’ Association

became liable for the costs.?® Riding the waves of his successful win against such a
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powerful organisation of employers, Curran was given a post as the national and

general organiser of the Gasworkers’ Union.”®

Despite his growing trade union successes, Curran seemed more politically
ambitious rather than wanting to stay on the industrial side of the movement,
although he certainly held sway in both arenas. He had worked with Keir Hardie to
set up the ILP in 1893, and stood for election against W. C. Bannerjee, a Liberal
lawyer and Charles Cayzer, a Tory shipowner, as an ILP candidate for Barrow-in-
Furness two years later.”’ However, his paltry 414 votes compared to Cayzer’s 3192
was a resounding defeat.”? He tried again in 1897 in the Barnsley by-election, but the
mining community favoured their Liberal candidate, a coal owner that supported the
eight-hour day and had the backing of the Yorkshire miners’ leaders. Despite
enthusiastic support from Hardie, he was stoned by Barnsley miners, attacked by the
local women, and even thrown from his trap after attending a meeting.”® A personal
attack on him by Ben Pickard from the MFGB about rumours that Curran had
deserted his wife Mary seem to have landed heavily, as it highlighted a need for
labour leaders to appear ‘decent’ and have a strong sense of morality.”* The
accusations that Curran was living with a woman that was not his wife only appeared
fleetingly in the press and seems to have been driven by two women canvassers for
the Liberal candidate.”> Newspaper reporting reflected an Edwardian sense of social
decency, which did not necessarily hide questions of morality or marital indiscretions,
but it rarely placed them at the centre of their reporting so it is difficult to ascertain
any precise information here.”® Even so, the origins of the rumour starting with two
unnamed women knocking on doors, and the literal violence experienced by Curran,
indicate that the knowledge of his rumoured affair was at least partly responsible for

the people of Barnsley rejecting him as their MP.
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It is not clear whether this rumour was true, but Curran did marry Marian Barry
shortly after losing the Barnsley election.”” Barry was an Irish former tailoress and a
trade unionist active in the Womens’ Trade Union League (WTUL), and her
biographer Christine Collette surmised that she met Curran in 1896 when she spoke
at a meeting for launderesses held under the auspices of the Gasworkers’ union.”®
His first wife has disappeared from the records, but Curran was living with his
second wife, his three children from his first marriage, two young children from his
second marriage, and an elderly widow called Ann Duggan that was working as a
general domestic, at 17 Blenheim road in Walthamstow by 1901.7° It is possible that
Mary Curran may have moved back to Scotland after the breakdown of their
marriage; the 1891 census shows her and their children visiting her brother John
Mclntyre in Lanarkshire whilst Curran was visiting his friend and leader of the
Aberdeen Trades Council Andrew Bremner, so she probably had strong family ties
there.8% The record trail for Mary Curran goes cold after the 1891 census record, so it
is unclear whether she died or remarried. The private lives of labour leaders such as
Pete Curran have often been footnotes to their political and industrial achievements,
but events such as remarriages should have more emphasis in our understanding of
how character was formed precisely because they are so informative of character.
Political hustings, trade union meetings, open air speeches are all helpful indications
of politics, ideologies and tactical understandings in people; family life, with its births,
marriages, desertions and deaths, adds enriching nuance and depth. In Curran’s
case, his wife also appears to have played a direct part in his political fortunes,

despite her absence from much of the records.

Despite having two electoral defeats under his belt, Curran was clearly not a man to
give up easily. He was elected to the chairmanship of the GFTU in 1899, before
helping to found the Labour Representation Committee (LRC), serving on its

executive council and moving the ‘Newcastle amendment’ that stopped members
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from supporting the Liberal or Conservative parties.®' He involved himself closely
with local politics in Jarrow for four years before contesting the seat against the 84-
year-old sitting Liberal candidate Sir Charles Palmer in 1906, losing with a much
more respectable vote count than his other attempts.82 His lapsed Catholicism may
have lost him the Irish vote, despite his support of Irish Home Rule.® It has been
suggested by his biographers David Martin and Barbara Nield that Curran also
played down his socialism in order to appeal to voters and win the seat, but it seems
unlikely that Curran could be so easily divorced from his reputation as a political
radical. Palmer explicitly decided to run against Curran in 1906 instead of retiring
because, as Curran later recounted, he saw ‘that there was an opponent in the field
who advocated Socialist principles’.8* After he lost the contest, he was the guest of
honour at a Jarrow Labour Party dinner some months after, and Curran and his wife
were presented with gifts of a dresser and a gold ring, in a show of enthusiastic
loyalty and belief that the ‘national unrest in regard to the condition of the workers of
the country’ was far from over, and that Curran would ensure that ‘the struggle would
not cease until they obtained a better condition of things for the workers generally’.8
Further to this, his speech as reported by the local newspaper in the summer of 1906

makes the “Plymouth Martyr’'s” position crystal clear:

he had heard it stated on more than one occasion that the thirty
representatives were not doing that effective work which the trade union and
socialist movement expected of them... but...he hoped everyone would be
prepared to give consideration to the tremendous forces which were arrayed
against them in Parliament... The seed that was sown at the last election
would become fruit, and Jarrow would be fought every time on the

independent trade union and socialist labour ticket.8¢

Although not openly calling for a socialist revolution during his election campaign,

Curran’s name was synonymous with socialism in the press.
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Curran took another chance to be an MP the following year on the death of the
elderly Liberal incumbent and entered the House of Commons at the age of 47.87 For
Curran, his belated entry into parliamentary politics would give him far less time to
instigate changes for working and social conditions he had spent his life fighting for
than he could have imagined. In his short time in parliament, he certainly did not lose
sight of his roots: his disdain for the fripperies and conventions of political debate in
the House of Commons was often noted, as was his suspicion of new education
programmes that ‘allowed’ working class people to access Oxford University rather
than creating educational institutions for the working class.88 As an MP, he became
particularly well known for supporting the unemployed both inside and outside
parliament. A satirical cartoon by J B Williams of the Musicians’ Union also alludes to
Curran’s support for the emancipation of black workers in the United States of
America.® In October 1908 along with fellow GFTU management committee
member James O’Grady, he accompanied his old friend Will Thorne to the
magistrates court after Thorne had been accused of inciting unemployed
demonstrators to ‘rush several bakers’ shops in London rather than starve’.?° When
Thorne needed surety for his bail, Curran and O’Grady each put up £50 for their

friend.

Curran indeed a very likeable character, known for his ‘rollicking good humour... and
exquisite blarney’, and was considered a good mediator as well as a punchy orator.®
However, his exuberance may have hidden an underlying problem that he struggled
with. An embarrassing conviction for public drunkenness in 1909, for which he
received a fine but also unanimous support from colleagues and friends, hinted at a
problem with alcohol reliance.®? The incident happened at Mansion House, which
suggests that Curran made a very public spectacle of himself in front of other MPs.%3

Arthur Henderson, a committed temperance man who probably thought Curran’s
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actions convincingly proved his stance on alcohol to be correct, chaired the Labour
Party meeting that discussed ‘the unfortunate incident’ and Curran’s contrition.% As
with the controversy over his remarriage and all the surrounding questions of
morality and propriety, public drunkenness was anathema to the projection of labour
leaders as solid, dependable and hardworking figures. Curran pledged a completely
sober future, and publicly responded to the leader of the Temperance Council, J R

Nixon’s letter:

Dear Mr Curran, -l really think you ought to sign the pledge- don't you? It is a
bad example that you set, as the men look up to you as a leader. You must be
convinced that your only safety lies in the total abstinence. My motto is

“abstinence for the individual and prohibition for the nation”. What's yours?

Mr Curran replied... Dear Sir- Your kind note to hand. Glad to inform you that

| have already adopted the advice you offer. Your sincerely, Pete Curran.%

Pledge aside, Curran soon felt a lifetime of alcohol consumption catch up with him,
and he underwent surgery for cirrhosis of the liver in early 1910.% He suffered
complications from the surgeon’s knife, and passed away on the 14 February 1910,
shortly before his fiftieth birthday.®” In testimony to Curran’s popularity, and to how
much his work as a trade unionist was valued by the local community and his union,
his funeral on the 19t February was attended by thousands of mourners that walked
for two miles accompanied by music from the Stepney gasworkers’ brass band.% His
close friend and co-worker Ben Tillett wrote a touching obituary in Justice that held

the close and genuinely affectionate friendship between the two men up to the light:

To do the ephemeral, mundane work of adjusting wages and working
conditions is, after all, a glorious drudgery. | am afraid the persons before the
limelights imagine they are " the people," but the best work is done in detail;
the teaching and teachers of Socialism have a splendid field of work; the

patience that can endure must be made to understand as well. Pete Curran
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did his work in building up the present movement. As a trade unionist he
helped to teach economic facts to the toilers, and was at his best when the
Socialist movement needed champions, probably more than now. ...For nine
years chairman of the Federation of Trades [GFTU]; masterful, adroit, a
mixture of the most exquisite blarney and the imperative.... In the Vahalla of
warriors, Pete will find comrades. The movement has many things to thank
him for... He has organised and initiated and helped to control the most
important and recent of working-class movements. In his Irish heart he was a
revolutionary and rebel; as all true Celts are... | wish the voice now hushed
could still be heard to hurtle intense words of raillery, attack and appeal. |
knew him first as a fighter. | weep over his grave as a fighting comrade. | shall
remember him and the associations of the strenuous times; they are glorious
memories; by them | will judge him and love him till the great Call. His best

work will live till the revolution comes.®°

The GFTU put out a call for donations in order to provide a fund for Curran’s four
young children and widow, and by the end of February they had received more than
£700 from trade unions, co-operatives, politicians and international worker
organisations.'® It is notable that the call for this fund was indeed managed by the
GFTU and not the Labour Party or Curran’s Gasworkers’ Union, because it shows
that despite the fast-paced changes that occurred during the first decade of the
twentieth century that challenged the position of and even the need for the GFTU
(namely the growing power of the Labour Party and the increasing power of the
TUC), they were still a prominent enough organisation in the labour movement to
facilitate a call for donations of this scale. Ultimately the gesture testified both to the
status of the GFTU and to Curran’s popularity within the broad trade union

movement.

Curran was well-placed as a candidate to be the first GFTU Chairman. He had the
zest, energy and geniality that was essential in directing a new and ambitious project

that hoped to bolster an entire nation’s trade union movement and propel it towards
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greater unity. He had been closely involved in agitation on the ground as well as on a
national level with the Gasworkers’ Union, and had built close relationships with
several notable leaders from both the industrial and political movement. Although the
GFTU’s first mission statement had shed some of the more overtly socialist, even
revolutionary, aspects during its embryonic crafting at the succession of TUC
meetings in the late 1890s, with Curran’s leadership there was no doubt that its early
development intended to head away from ‘Lib-Labism’ and towards a more

progressive merging of socialism and trade unionism.

Although Curran, at one point a member of both the Fabian Society and the Social
Democratic Federation, was described as ‘exuberant... decisive, energetic [and]
hard-hitting’, Prochaska surmised that he was reined in by general secretary Isaac
Mitchell’'s calmer and more considered personality.'®' However, it is perhaps fairer to
say that as chairman rather than general secretary, Curran simply could not stamp
his personality on the organisation in the same way that Mitchell could. As the first
general secretary, it was Mitchell rather than Curran that was responsible for much
of the positive interventionism that built bridges between small societies in the
earliest years of their policy creation. Although they both threw themselves in to
making the hope for great trade unionist unity into a reality, cracks in their unity
inevitably appeared. The management committee meeting minutes indicate the high
level of communication from affiliates that took up their time, and the vast majority of
the disputes involved only a handful of workers which gives a clear indication of the
undercurrent of small disputes that occurred in counterpoint to the various high
profile strikes of the larger unions.'? In between the busy work of running the GFTU,
the differences in direction of Curran and Mitchell gradually became more evident.
Mitchell, as will be shown, was a man of entirely different character, on an entirely
different political trajectory to Curran. In the early days of the GFTU, it seemed as if it

was only a matter of time before conflict arose.
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Isaac Mitchell: General Secretary 1899 - 1907

Isaac Haig Mitchell was elected by the TUC’s Parliamentary Committee to the
general secretaryship of the GFTU at the same time as Curran was elected as
chairman.'% Until now he has remained an obscure figure in labour history, so
details of his life have proved difficult to find. However, through gathering census
material and a small amount of political ephemera from his one-off attempt at
election in Darlington, this brief biography will help to create a further understanding
of his personality. As Prochaska noted, Mitchell did not make a huge mark on the
character of the GFTU in the same way that his successor did.'* He was,
nevertheless, notable for his attempts to grow affiliation and for his willingness to
mediate in difficult circumstances. As the unopposed candidate on the Parliamentary
Committee’s list to spearhead the new venture of the GFTU, it is important to
consider what they may have known about him and why they felt he would be an
effective leader of this new organisation. His background and pathway into trade
unionism go some way to demonstrate how Mitchell came to be the GFTU’s first

general secretary, and what direction the GFTU was expected to take.

Born in 1868 in Roxburghshire, Isaac Haig Mitchell was the fifth child of Alexander
(b. 1817) and Isabella (b. 1833) Mitchell.’® By the time he was three years old, his
eldest two siblings Alexander (b.1851) and Violet (b.1852) had joined their parents in
the weaving trade, whereas the younger siblings — Isabella (b.1862) and Margaret
Douglas (b. 1865) — were at school. Although the cotton industry had previously
flourished in Scotland, the Mitchells worked in their home in Hawick rather than in
one of the large factories around Glasgow. By the time that Isaac was born, it is
likely that the family were suffering financially after the American civil war had
disrupted the imports of raw cotton.’® Growing up in poverty was certain to have at
least in some way instilled in him a sense of struggle for wage-fairness and a belief

that people should not live in poverty whilst working.
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Mitchell did not follow in his family’s cotton footsteps, although there is some
discrepancy between accounts. According to the 1881 census, he became a clerk’s
apprentice by the age of 12, but his short biography given ahead of his run for the
Darlington parliamentary seat in 1906 insists instead that he was kept at his Church
school as a pupil teacher for ‘many years longer than is generally the privilege of
working lads’.’%” Perhaps the latter version was thought to be more acceptable to the
electorate than the former, because it conjured images of studiousness and a strong
work ethic. Regardless, he was eventually apprenticed to a Millwright rather than a
clerk before the age of 21.1% By 1891, Mitchell was 23 and living in Newcastle and
working as an engine fitter.’ At some point before 1881 his family had adopted a
boy by the name of John Murray that was two years younger than Isaac.'”® They
seemed close, as they appear to have left for Newcastle together and lodged at 32
Bolingbroke street, a 3 bedroom terraced house, by which point John had taken the
surname ‘Mitchell’. A widow by the name of Jenie Stewart (b. 1829), along with her
two daughters — Elizabeth (b.1851), a dressmaker and Jane (b. 1866), a teacher —
rented what was likely a very small room in their terraced house to Isaac and John,
as well as fitting in another young girl (described as an adopted daughter) called
Emma Whaley (b. 1877) somewhere under that cramped roof. Perhaps this
arrangement was a little too overcrowded for Mitchell, or perhaps he had a sense of
adventure and a longing to travel, because in November 1892 he was onboard the
ship State of California, destined for two years working as an engineer in New York
City. "

In 1905, his colleague Pete Curran would tell future Labour Prime Minister, Ramsay

Macdonald, that Mitchell had joined up with the De Leonists, a libertarian Marxist
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organisation run by Daniel De Leon, during his time in the United States.''? Although
this seems unlikely given Mitchell’s later trajectory away from socialism, he did have
a background in trade union agitation in his earlier days. He had joined the ASE after
seeing the working conditions of the city when he first moved to Newcastle, and
‘quickly recognised what loyalty to his fellow workmen required of him’, before joining
the Newcastle Trades Council.''3 His experience in New York probably built on some
burgeoning ideas of the need for workers to organise, but De Leon did not seem to
have a lasting impact on Mitchell’s politics. Instead, he returned to his apprenticed
routes and worked briefly as a millwright in Scotland after his return from America,
and (he told his later prospective voters in Darlington) spent this time devoted to the
quiet study of political and social matters.''* Although Mitchell was clearly trying to
portray himself as a more scholarly candidate that was deserving of their votes,
Mitchell’s later articles in the GFTU’s reports show a clear aptitude for elegant but
succinct explanations and statements. He was described in an article for The Clarion
as ‘light-complexioned...[and] a plain, straight-forward speaker, who, perhaps, does
not excite great enthusiasm, but... he impresses one as eminently the man of
business who has something to do in the world’.’"® Despite not being a stirring

orator, he seemed to have an air of quiet confidence.

Before he pursued politics in Darlington, he was still laying his trade union roots. In
1895, this time in Glasgow, he was elected as the Scottish ASE representative to the
1896 Trades Union Congress, as well as on his local strike committee.''® He was
again the Scottish ASE representative at the 1898 TUC in Bristol, and along with
eventual GFTU chairman Pete Curran, witnessed the fire at Colston Hall.''7 In the
same year that he was elected to the general secretaryship of the GFTU — a role he
said was ‘one of the most important positions in the movement’ - he married

Margaret Hunter, also from his home-town of Hawick.'® Two years later Mitchell and
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his wife had a daughter called Nancy, whilst also taking in his two nephews, 12-year-
old Alexander and 17-year-old William."'® As general secretary to a national
organisation, Mitchell’s salary could now provide a homelife that was likely to be
quite different to the one he had whilst growing up: the 1901 census shows that he
could afford to have a ‘monthly nurse’ (a woman that came to assist new mothers
after they had given birth) living with them shortly after Nancy had been born. Within
a decade, Mitchell’s family also included a live in domestic servant called Olive at
their home in Surrey; a further indication of their increasing affluence and social

status.120

Mitchell and Curran were both members of the ILP whilst they ran the GFTU, but as
Bill Purdue has suggested, Mitchell was already seen as being on the very right of
the ILP by the time he was courting the Darlington constituency for his first (and only)
attempt at being elected in the early 1900s.'?" Given that the Parliamentary
Committee were keen to move away from King’s NIGFTLU, and that they used the
extra six months between the Colston fire and the January vote on federation to
design and promote a suitable alternative, Mitchell was a good compromise
candidate: socialist enough in his background to potentially appeal to those backing
King’s plan, particularly those in the ASE, but pragmatic enough to focus on

arbitration over hasty strikes.

Mitchell then seems an unlikely colleague of Curran, who was a committed socialist,
close friend of Keir Hardie and a member of the Social Democratic Federation (SDF)
as well as the ILP. They did occasionally travel together as part of their arbitration
duties, sometimes co-authored reports on strikes, and certainly attended GFTU
management committee meetings together. Mitchell displayed some talent as a
diplomat: he was pivotal in setting the GFTU up as the voice of British trade
unionism on the international stage, and was crucial in smoothing things over with

the Secretary of the International Federation of Trade Unions, Johannes

19 Isaac Haig Mitchell’ (1901) Census return for 4 Kerfield Crescent, Camberwell, London, England
(RG13, folio 49, p. 23) www.findmypast.co.uk.

120 ‘|saac Haig Mitchell’ (1911) Census return for Auchrannie, Mayfield Road, Carshalton, Surrey,
England (RG14PN2924) www.findmypast.co.uk.

21 Purdue, ‘Isaac Mitchell’, North East Labour History Society Bulletin, pp. 2-3.
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Sassenbach, after their disastrous 1903 conference in Dublin.'?2 The starkest
difference between the two men was the drink. Whilst Curran drank himself to an

early death, Mitchell was a committed advocate of the temperance movement.

Nevertheless, the two men initially complemented each other. In the GFTU reports,
where Curran was energetically calling for the spirit of solidarity to bring workers
closer together, Mitchell was calmly advocating for greater understanding between
employer and employee. For example, Curran used his 1904 chairman’s address to
assure the GFTU delegates that ‘industry from the working men’s point of view, and
the question of political emancipation were practically inseparable’, whilst Mitchell's
introduction to that year’s report focused solely on the latest amendments to the
GFTU’s rules and the state of the bank balance.'?® They both wanted the GFTU to
be a success, and in their own ways, they worked hard at it. As trade unionists, they
were undeniably on the same page in terms of representation for workers; it was
politics that muddied the waters and which eventually led to the split between the two

men that looks likely to have affected their final years working together at the GFTU.

Mitchell was adopted as the Labour candidate for Darlington in 1903, but from the
very beginning objected to any move that would delineate the new Labour
Representation Committee (LRC) as a separate political party.'>* After Curran had
moved the ‘Newcastle Amendment’ at the LRC conference that same year, Mitchell
initially refused to sign it.'?® The amendment forbade any LRC candidates — as
Mitchell now was — from promoting the interests of the Liberal or Conservative
parties. This was a problem for Mitchell, as according to Bill Purdue he had moved
so far away from the ILP that he was ‘totally opposed to socialism’.'?6 It was not yet
common knowledge in 1903 that Macdonald was putting together his secret electoral
pact with the Liberal Party that helped the Labour Party win 29 seats in 1906, and it

may have been that Mitchell’s awkwardness about the issue was a public thorn in his

22 Johannes Sassenbach, Twenty-Five Years of International Trade Unionism, (Amsterdam: IFTU
Printing Works, 1926) pp. 10-3; The poor planning and management of the 1903 conference will be
further explored in chapter two.
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side during the delicate negotiations.'?” George Barnes, then general secretary of
the ASE and Trustee of the GFTU, wrote to advise Mitchell ‘in a friendly way’ in
October 1903 that 'addressing a private meeting of the Liberal Executive is [a]
somewhat dangerous proceeding’ given the delicate nature of the LRC’s new
constitution.'?® Barnes was likely chosen as the non-antagonistic intermediary due to
his position on the GFTU and ASE. Mitchell initially responded by haughtily offering
his resignation as parliamentary candidate, before being persuaded to stay on and
sign the LRC constitution in return for being allowed to meet with the Darlington
Liberal Association as part of his election campaign between 1903-06. It is also
notable that when questioned on whether he would support a Liberal government if
he were elected, Mitchell emphatically responded that he would only support Liberal
measures ‘as my colleagues and myself believe [it] to be in the interests of Labour’,
and seemesto have had Darlington Councillor Arthur Henderson’s very visible
support during his campaign.'?® By this time Mitchell was indeed becoming more
sceptical about the potential of a standalone political party for the labouring class,
but it was at the GFTU rather than the political scene of Darlington that his line was

to be drawn in the sand.

In the last quarterly GFTU report in 1904, Pete Curran published an article called
The Labour Representation Movement.'® In it, he extolled what he felt was the
general enthusiasm for the principle of political representation of labour, celebrated
the ‘tightening’ of the constitution in 1903, and concluded with Crane’s motto: ‘The
Unity of Labour is the Hope of the World’.'3! Although the article itself was
unsurprising, it was the article that followed it that caused the controversy. Mitchell
had written his own article, called ‘The Political Organisation of Labour’, and had it
printed to follow Curran’s. The message and tone could not have been more

different. Firstly, he admonished the LRC for including socialist organisations like the

27 Kevin Morgan, Ramsey Macdonald, (London: Haus Publishing, 2006) p. 25.

128 G Barnes to | Mitchell, 7 October 1903, quoted in Purdue, ‘Isaac Mitchell’, North East Labour
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Fabians but excluding the SDF due to ‘petty quarrels’.'32 The second barbed attack

is a barely veiled accusation levelled at Curran himself:

Frequently one hears the statement made by Trade Unionists that they are
Socialists first and Trade Unionists afterwards. The surprising thing about the
Trade Union official of this type is that he does not devote all his time to the
advancement of the movement he holds first in importance. Why, if Trade
Unionism is a mere makeshift, does the Socialist-first-Trade-Unionist
condescend to accept the fleshpots of Trade Unionism and devote so much

time to Trade Union work?133

Curran had repeatedly declared himself as a socialist during GFTU meetings and in
his speeches, including his recent chairman’s speech at the GFTU, where he had
praised the closer working relationship between trade unions and the new Labour
Party.'34 Quite why Mitchell chose to make such a public statement of fundamental
disagreement with his colleague is unclear, but he may have been anxious to appeal
to the Liberal base in Darlington. Perhaps he wanted to remove all traces of his
radical past? What is clear is that Mitchell by this point firmly believed that trade
unionism and political representation of workers ought to be entirely separate. In his
article, he called on the LRC to become a purely trade union organisation, or to at
least give the trade unionist affiliates a fairer representation on the committee.
Instead, he provoked MacDonald’s ire, who complained to Curran about Mitchell’s

blind and bigotted [sic] antagonism’.'3® Curran responded:

‘... Yes, Mitchell’'s article is a spiteful attack on the whole movement but the
articles are not the affair of the Federation [GFTU] as they are written on an
individual basis. My impression is that the local LRC at Darlington and the EC
of the ASE should take the matter in hand as they are responsible for his
candidature, and it is also my opinion that you as secretary of the National
Movement are within your rights in calling the attention of these bodies to this
article... He is anxious to show now that he is not a Socialist but a trades

132 |bid.

133 |bid.
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independent only, while he claimed to be an extreme Socialist until he got his

present position.’136

His 'present position’ was a reference to his general secretaryship of the GFTU — still
a new and developing organisation that held exciting prospects for the trade union
movement, but also career prospects to whoever ran it. That Curran would rather
action be taken by politicians to censure Mitchell, rather than at the expense of their
trade union work, is perhaps led at least in part by the need for them to work
together at the GFTU. It was also important for the GFTU to be apolitical and to
show that they represented a broad church in order for them to encourage wider
affiliations. Indeed, for many at the ILP, whatever thin political ice Mitchell had been
standing on had already melted as John Bruce Glasier pointed out in their
newspaper, the Labour Leader, that Curran’s celebration of greater unity appearing
alongside Mitchell’s desire for the disassociation of trade unions from socialism had
‘cause[ed] consternation’ in Darlington and in the wider movement.'3” From this

point, Mitchell’s contributions to GFTU reports were much smaller.

Mitchell campaigned for Darlington in the 1906 election, but lost by 288 votes against
the sitting Liberal-Unionist Pike Pease. Apparently lacking the political tenacity of
Curran, who was finally elected on his fourth attempt, Mitchell abandoned politics
entirely after this one election campaign. Instead, he moved into a position with the
Board of Trade in 1907. Whilst working his notice with the GFTU that summer, he
travelled to Belfast alongside GFTU vice chairman Allen Gee in order to assist with
the dock strike after the National Union of Dock Labourers’ (NUDL) general secretary
James Sexton requested their help.'3 Sexton had been a founding GFTU member
and remained until 1905, and despite being a passionate trade unionist that knew
the Belfast dockers, carters and coalmen deserved far better wages and conditions
than they were getting, he was more of a competent trade union administrator rather

than an agitator.'3°® Gee, a prominent figure in the Yorkshire textile industry, had

136 Pete Curran to J R MacDonald, 16 January 1905, quoted in Purdue, ‘Isaac Mitchell’, North East
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previously called for the GFTU to emphasise their arbitration role over their strike-
benefit role: he was unlikely to be supportive of a costly large-scale strike such as
this one.'0 In a move that mirrored his impending move to the Board of Trade,
Mitchell spent hours negotiating with city officials and employers rather than with
rank and file strikers, whilst only handing out a small amount of strike benefit from
GFTU funds.’ There was considerable confusion with the settlement of the dispute,
but an accusation levelled at the GFTU, and at Mitchell in particular, is that they
made some of the men believe that their back-to-work agreement was a victory
when in fact nothing of note had been agreed to. What followed was a chaotic and
uncertain return to work for some sections of the strikers, and a feeling of resentment
which drove wedges between different trade unions that had been given different
instructions: H R Stockman, writing in the Labour Leader, saidthat ‘there can be no
doubt that the men have been shamefully tricked. How far the responsibility for this
trickery is divided between Mr Isaac Mitchell and the employers | cannot say’.'#? It
was certain now that despite his earlier days with the ASE strike committees,
Mitchell had mellowed into a man of negotiation, and certainly set the tone for the
GFTU’s conciliatory policies. This was the approach that his successor, William

Appleton, would develop further.

Mitchell’'s name appeared sporadically in 1920s and 30s newspaper reports in
conjunction with his role as principal conciliation officer for the Board of Trade. His
portrait was taken to commemorate his role in a government delegation to Canada in
1926, and has been kept at the National Portrait Gallery.'#3 His arbitration
experience had been put to good use by his new employers, most notably during the
1911 Dockers’ and Seamen’s strike, where he was deployed just in time to stop a
riot."#4 Mitchell lived quietly, and never responded to the occasional attacks on him
by the more militant figures in the labour movement that appeared in the press
(Harry Pollitt, general secretary of the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB)

admonished Mitchell for ‘deserting the movement and accept[ing] positions with the
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employers and state departments’ as late as 1937, showing a lasting grudge).'*> His
change of position came with a change of name, as he preferred to use his middle

name ‘Haig’ instead of Isaac. He died in 1952, at the age of 84.

Prochaska is certainly right to highlight the differences between Mitchell and Curran,
but she did not allude to the clear tension that existed between them in her
account.’#® Mitchell’s ‘cautious and discreet’ leadership style was something that

appealed to the apolitical objectives set out in the constitution of the GFTU:

To uphold the right of combination of labour, to improve in every direction the
general economic position and status of the workers by the inauguration of a
policy that shall secure to them the power to determine the economic and

social conditions under which they shall work and live, and to secure unity of

action amongst all societies forming the federation.'4’

Curran’s belief that the economic position of the workers should also be improved
through political means was unimportant from the GFTU’s perspective. Despite this,
working alongside people with different political beliefs can create tensions even if
the work itself is apolitical, hence the fracas of the 1904 Quarterly Report. Although
on the surface it appeared as if Mitchell’s quiet was complementary to Curran’s loud,
it is more likely that this was a simple veneer of professionalism rather than a
genuine complementary and uncomplicated working relationship. Soon after
Mitchell’s departure, Curran made freer use of the opportunity to talk politics through
his role as chairman. In 1908, he told the GFTU annual gathering that even though
‘many at these tables think that the old type of Conservatism is the best for working
[men]’, without Labour MPs there would have been reversal of the Taff Vale
judgement through the 1906 Trades Dispute Act; no Provision of Meals Act in 1906
that provided school lunches to children; and certainly no Old Age Pensions Bill that
year.'*® |t seems more as if the two men co-existed rather than worked in harmony,

but nevertheless the key administrative and to some extent executive position of
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general secretary over the figurehead-like position of chairman remained key.
Despite Curran’s disagreement with Mitchell’s politics, he refused the general
secretary nomination when Mitchell announced his move to the Board of Trade in
1907.'9 Given his political ambitions, he likely felt that the general secretary role
was far too time-consuming and would take him in a direction that he did not
necessarily feel suited his interests. Importantly, having these two very different men
at the helm of the new organisation did play to the idea of it being a broad church
that welcomed trade unionists of all creeds, despite their lack of total harmony.
Mitchell’s quiet nature meant that the GFTU was seen as a service: a reserve of men
who could come and assist in negotiations, who could administer benefits and who
could offer advice in troubled times. The character of the GFTU, as an entity with a
mission to not only assist organised workers but to also lead them and persuade
them of the ‘correct’ ways to organise, was certainly crafted more after 1908 when
William Appleton took over from Mitchell. This will be further explored below, but first
it is important to consider some of the earlier achievements and missed opportunities
of the GFTU under Mitchell.

First Orders of Business

The GFTU’s early meetings dealt with various start-up issues: their emblem, an
illustration of a band of straw tied by two flanking men, was designed by Walter
Crane to stress the message of unity through strength via one of Aesop’s fables,
‘Wellwisher, London’ was to be their telegraphic address, and the purchase of a
typewriter was deemed a useful expenditure. Discussions of policy were evolving at
a fast pace, and tended to be fuelled by speculation over the many different forms
that strikes could take: Curran’s notes from the meetings before the typewriter show
that they would allow workers on strike to obtain temporary employment elsewhere,
but that they could only claim strike benefit if that work did not exceed fourteen
days.'®® The first organisational policy centred on the creation of eight district offices
in London, Bristol, Birmingham, Manchester, Leeds, Newcastle, Glasgow and

Belfast, with their own Chairmen, Vice-Chairmen and Secretaries (for names and

149 Belfast Telegraph, 14 August 1907, p. 4.
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trade union affiliation of the new district officials, see Figure 1).1%" This plan was a

reflection of the connection that the GFTU was designed to have on a regional level

with the rank and file members of the trade union movement. This network, it was

hoped, would move executive power into the hands of local representatives of the

GFTU, so that decisions regarding arbitration and/or strike benefits could be both

timely and well-informed. 52

London

Manchester

Chairman

Chairman

C W Bowerman, London Society of Compositors

W Mullen, Card Room Operatives

Vice Chairman

Vice Chairman

J Black, ASE

J Sexton, National Dockers

Secretary

Secretary

A A Purcell, French Polishers

Tom Fox, British Labour Amalgamation

Bristol

Newcastle

Chairman

Chairman

J Jenkins, Shipwrights

Alex Wilkie, Shipwrights

Vice Chairman

Vice Chairman

J W Betteridge (no union)

Thomas Dobson, Enginemen

Secretary

Secretary

Frank Shepperd, Boot and Shoe Operatives

J N Bell, National Amalgamated Union of Labour

Birmingham

Glasgow

Chairman

Chairman

W C McStocker, Amalgamated Brassworkers

L O'Brien, Alliance of Cabinetmakers

Vice Chairman

Vice Chairman

Sam Lakin, Gasworkers

R K Struthers, Enginemen

Secretary

Secretary

T F Richard, Boot and Shoe Operatives

Alex Gossip, Cabinetmakers

Leeds

Belfast

Chairman

Chairman

John Davison, Ironfounders

James Baird, Shipwrights

Vice Chairman

Vice Chairman

W G Millington, Shipwrights

Hugh Parker, Smiths and Strikers

Secretary

Secretary

W H Leach, Gasworkers

R Bowers, ASE

Figure 1: The District Offices and their staff (Annual Report, 1900. Bishopsgate

Institute. GFTU/1/1)
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The GFTU management committee wanted the District Offices to have a fair degree
of autonomy, which worked well alongside the principles of federation that explicitly
did not want to interfere with the day to day running of their affiliates. However, the
extended network of officers created many opportunities for miscommunication and
confusion. Once such incident was detailed in the management committee meeting
minutes of the 18" of September 1900.'5% The general secretary of the National
Amalgamated Labourers’ Union, Mr Williams, reported to the management
committee that a dispute at Chepstow had ended. However, a report from Mr
Sheppard, Secretary of the Bristol District, stated that his visit to the area (as per his
role as District Secretary) found that the men’s case had been lost, and that the men
gave ‘great complaints as to no Federation Benefit having been paid’."®* Mr Williams
had informed them that the GFTU had not issued strike benefits, which caused
‘much indignation [to be] expressed by the committee’, as they had copies of letters
that they had sent to Mr Williams, one of which had been accompanied by a cheque
for strike benefit. The following month, the minutes show that Mr Williams had
informed the GFTU that he wished for his society to secede.’®® The committee
‘expressed no surprise at the intimation’ due to his ‘very unsatisfactory’ conduct in
the matter, but haughtily reminded him that he needed to follow the correct
procedure according to their rule book whilst noting that they would send the details
of this case to the attention of the District Secretary.'®® Their delegation of this matter
to the district office indicates that the management committee at this stage were not
presenting themselves as a court of arbitration between unions or with regards to the
conduct of individual officials, but rather expected the district offices to be able to do
this themselves. Regardless of how the issue was dealt with and who was to blame,
it is possible that the men in dispute continued to feel that the GFTU were to blame
for their lack of strike benefit because that was the story presented to them. The
minutes reveal many communication errors between this very large network of
district offices, compounded by widespread misunderstandings of the GFTU’s rule

book. That these various small errors negatively influenced feelings of solidarity

53 Management Committee Minutes, September 1900 — August 1901, Bishopsgate Institute,
GFTU/2/2.
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between workers and the national movement is likely, and may at least partly explain

the slow growth of membership numbers in their first few years.

In addition, the District Office delegation network further reveals that the
management committee did not regularly baulk at issuing judgements on conduct.
Indeed, they had to in order to ascertain which disputes were valid, if the relevant
application for benefit had been filled out, or if there were ample efforts at arbitration
preceding the strike. This system was entirely open to the subjective assessment of
the men appointed to this committee. Concerns over this method of organisation,
and its associated pitfalls, became a moot point. Much to Curran’s dismay, the
district committees were abolished in 1902.'57 Although the district model had been a
strong indication of the connection to the local rank and file membership of the
GFTU, it proved unworkable and badly organised. The ideal of a local network was
undermined by the inherent impossibility of including too many people in a
communication chain, with many opportunities for error of judgement marring the
purpose of creating the links in the first place. Also, these men were general
secretaries or organisers for their own unions, and would probably have found it
time-consuming to be taking on this additional work for the GFTU. Without the district
committees, the rule-by-executive pathway was a stark deviation from their founding
intention of giving direct and speedy advice to unions up and down the country, but it
was the only workable solution left open to them. From this point, the management

committee were the sole arbitrators of disputes for their affiliates.

The hopeful outlook that characterised the GFTU at the outset was soon dampened
by other problems. Despite the very notion of federation requiring a willingness for
trade unions to work together, the infighting between affiliates showed this was not a
straightforward task. Before the ink was dry on the GFTU’s second annual report, the
Gasworkers’ Union — the union of the GFTU Chairman, Pete Curran - held a special
conference to consider disaffiliating due to the lack of financial benefit they could see
for themselves.'®® Curran was not pleased about the vote taking place, but was

powerless to stop it.'% As the ASE had similar apprehensions about smaller unions

57 Annual Report, 1902, Bishopsgate Institute, GFTU/1/2.

158 |bid.; H. A. Clegg, General Union in a Changing Society: A Short History of the National Union of
General and Municipal Workers 1889-1964 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1964) p. 48.

159 Proceedings and Reports, July 1902 to June 1903, Bishopsgate Institute, GFTU/4/2.

70



combining to outvote them, Prochaska was correct in her observation about the
continued problem of rife sectionalism. The craft unions were focused on proposing
motions to strengthen rules around benefit application processes, whilst general
unions called for variations of sympathetic strikes.'® Although some disagreements
over political affiliations occasionally cropped up, it was more common for
disagreements at the GFTU to centre on the differing interests of craft and industrial

unions.

Unfortunately, the precise cause or character of these early disagreements is often
difficult to pinpoint as the records did not include verbatim notes until the 1907
annual meeting in York.'®! Before this point, the motions for suggested rule changes
indicate the different ideas held by different unions regarding what kind of an
organisation they hoped the GFTU would be, but do not show the motivation behind
them or who supported or opposed them. For example, a rejected motion in 1903
from the craft-based Amalgamated Society of Felt Hat Trimmers’ Union show that
they wanted strike benefit to be paid to their retired members so long as they had
continued their contributions to the GFTU fund, which reflected a tradition of keeping
membership fees and benefits going whilst trade union (or friendly society)

superannuation payments were being claimed. 62

A perennial appeal was for the recognition of the sympathetic strike, or similarly
associated lockout, as a valid reason for claiming strike benefit, such as that
requested by the National Amalgamated Union of Labour in 1902.'83 Unfortunately
the records do not indicate the discussions regarding these motions, or who argued
in support of them, so it is impossible to rate their popularity or examine fully what
craft or industrial unions wanted the GFTU to provide until a few years later.

Nevertheless, the variety of motions showed the variety of opinion within the labour
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movement: some felt that the GFTU should put funds into publishing their own
research-based journal, provide statistics around the world of work, consult formally
with the Labour Party on industrial policy issues, and not only support striking
workers but to actively encourage industrial disputes with a view to obtaining
profound industrial, political and industrial changes.'®* None of these suggestions
were approved by the committee (although a newspaper did briefly appear from
1913 until 1919, and will be discussed in the following chapter), which held the purse

strings and which always highlighted the importance of sound financial management.

In the face of a slow growth in membership, the early reports of the GFTU are
peppered with Curran’s assurances that ‘although they had not increased their
membership... to an extent they had anticipated’, that the trade unionists of the
country would eventually fall in with the GFTU’s mission.'®® Perhaps they hoped that
their continued work in providing strike benefits and conciliation advice at disputes
across the country would slowly seed the idea of federation. The management
committee met at least twice per month, and kept careful records of claims for
benefits that had been granted, were being considered, or were rejected. The slow
trickle of support that the GFTU gave to striking workers — for example, the 23
members of the Amalgamated Card and Blowing Room Operatives that struck in
April 1904 to enforce district conditions in Hyde, West Yorkshire, or the 4 Darlaston
Gasworkers that struck in February 1905 to resist a reduction in their rates — filled
the management committee notebooks.'®® Sometimes, the accompanying letter that
gave an explanation for the stoppage was considered fully at the meeting, but mostly
the notes are scant on detail and only offer glimpses into the reasoning behind the
strike. Most frustratingly, only information on the larger, more high-profile strikes

tended to be detailed enough to show if the dispute was successful or not.

The potential for using GFTU records to map dispute rates, geographical prevalence,
or industrial and trade roots is huge (particularly if cross-referenced with regional
newspapers that reported on strikes) but falls outside of the emotional lens of this

thesis. However, a brief snapshot seen in Figure 2 of the management committee’s
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work in July 1905 serves to give an indication of the small but regular requests for
help that would flow through the hands of the GFTU. Their conciliatory role in a
variety of industrial disputes was testimony to the committee’s tireless work for many

of their affiliates.

Benefit granted:

55 members of the Amalgamated Brassworkers, resisting innovation at

Birmingham

11 members of the Amalgamated Brassworkers, resisting reduction at Birmingham

18 members of the London Society of Compositors, upholding Union conditions at

London

1 member of the Amalgamated Society of Engineers, resisting reduction at
Oldham

31 members of the National Glass Bottle Makers, resisting reduction at

Conisborough

10 members of the National Gasworkers’, resisting reduction at Aston

56 members of the National Gasworkers seeking advance at Llanelly

20 members of the National Gasworkers resisting innovation at Little Hulton

15 members of the Furnishing Trades resisting innovation at Wakefield, Wycombe,

Glasgow, Manchester, Bugsworth, Cork and London

41 members of the Tin and Sheet Millmen resisting innovation at Ystalyfera

2 members of the Smiths and Strikers, resisting innovation at Huddersfield

1 member of the Amalgamated Felt Hatters, resisting reduction at Denton
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Claim from Ironfounders for member at Sheffield was disallowed

Claim from National Union of Dock Labourers for members in dispute at Liverpool

was left to Messrs. Ashton, Crinion, and the Secretary to make inquiries.

Four weeks extension granted members of Amalgamated Society of Engineers
(Patternmakers) a Glasgow, and members of Operative Plasterers and Union of
Labourers at South Shields

Respecting claim from Amalgamated Society of Engineers, re members on North-
East Coast, it was resolved:- “That precedent be followed, namely, that benefit

cease as from date of entitlement”

Figure 2: Meeting of Management Committee held at Royal Cardiff Hotel on July
5t1905.767

Despite the lack of detail on smaller disputes, the GFTU’s records of them which do
pertain to them are perhaps unique, particularly for unions that did not survive for
long or did not manage their own records effectively. If a request for benefit came in
that met the parameters of the GFTU'’s rules, then the management committee
would make prompt payments without much further investigation. However, disputes
that were not straightforward, either because they were lengthy or because the
evidence required for them did not meet the GFTU’s standard, would require a
deputation from the management committee to be sent out to investigate further.
This often resulted in more details appearing in the minutes as the dispatched
management committee members reported their findings back, and so further insight
into certain disputes then appears on the GFTU’s records. The following section
focuses on how and why they investigated, and the ways in which the decisions they
came illustrates a shift in how the GFTU began to control the dispute process

according to their own terms.

167 Management Committee Minutes, April 1905 — March 1906, Bishopsgate Institute, GFTU/2/6.
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A Detailed Dispute: Huddersfield 1900

Given the sheer variety of trades and working practices during this time, deciding on
exact definitions and parameters of industrial disputes could be difficult. The
management committee notes in their early years offer some insight into how
differing examples of industrial action were viewed by those now in a position of
arbitration power; that is, through affiliation with the GFTU, it was no longer up to
individual unions what constituted a strikable offence, but up to these elected
committee members as well. This often generated considerable friction that
engendered mistrust or even hostility towards the management committee. One
such example of the considerable grey area regarding when to call a strike which is
absent from Prochaska’s account happened in September 1900 in Huddersfield. '8
Following a report of a dispute with twenty Ironfounders working for Broadbent
Central Iron Works, a deputation of the GFTU management committee - consisting
of Allen Gee, James Holmes, Ben Tillett and Isaac Mitchell - were sent to conduct an
inquiry to see what could be done to bring about a resolution.'®® The men had
stopped work because the employer had taken on a man that was not a union
member; they cited byelaws that guaranteed their employer would only employ union
labour, which had led to five of the twenty-four Ironworks in the area becoming
‘exclusively society’ i.e. were only employing men that were part of the trade
union.'”® The man in question, a Mr Downs, was too old according to their union
rules to be accepted as a member, but it was decided that if he paid a lower amount
of a shilling per week to the union, he could work within the trade but would not be
entitled to any of their in-work benefits."”! This was not an uncommon practice
among the craft unions, as protecting their expertise and craft knowledge were
central to their control of the workplace and wage rates. What is notable is how the
minutes are used to convey a sense of fairness, and most importantly, a sense of

impartiality and a focus on a goal of settlement.

68 Management Committee Minutes, September 1900, Bishopsgate Institute, GFTU/2/2.

69 The company, Broadbent and Sons, had been established for at least fifteen years in Huddersfield,
and manufactured engines and engine parts. See ‘Starting of a New Engine’, Huddersfield Daily
Examiner, 29 June 1885, p. 2.

170 Management Committee Minutes, September 1900, Bishopsgate Institute, GFTU/2/2.

171 Such as health or superannuation-related payments.

75



The report praised how the branch secretary ‘lucidly’ presented the facts, and how
‘courteously’ they were received by the employers involved in the case.'”? The
GFTU, although a trade union organisation, were making it clear that they were not
automatically on the side of all unions in every matter; they were primarily interested
in ascertaining ‘the facts which led up to the dispute’ so that they could be shown to
have made a considered and fair ruling as to the validity of the industrial action.'”®
The report goes on to detail the cause of the dispute, which revealed that often
disputes are not simply between employer and worker. According to the employer,

the entire dispute had nothing to do with him:

The employers declined to interfere, stating that they had nothing to do with

the matter, it was a question for the man himself. If he cared to pay the 1s that
was his business, if not, still they had no intention of compelling him. As to the
men’s byelaw, that again was none of their business, they had never heard of

it before, and certainly they had never agreed to such a byelaw.'”*

After acknowledging this account, the management committee went to the ‘office of
the firm’, noting that ‘they were courteously received by the two sons’ that owned the
firm.17°> The first statement made by the committee was that they ‘represented the
Federation, and that [their] desire was to bring about a settlement, if possible’. Again,
the intention of the GFTU was very clearly to be impartial and to focus on de-
escalation wherever possible, which was perhaps rooted in the backgrounds of the
deputation. Gee had been leader of the Textile Workers Union (formally the West
Yorkshire Power-Loom Weavers Association) for twelve years by this point, and was
known as a quiet man that valued trade unionism for its ‘friendly society’ benefits.'76
Holmes had led the Leicester Amalgamated Hosiery Union for a similar term, was
also involved with the ILP and the Co-Operative movement as well as being a well-
known spiritualist, but his contributions to discussions at the GFTU frequently
emphasised the importance of increasing the financial security of trade unions."””

This previously careful attitude to money was to be overshadowed by the revelation

72 Management Committee Minutes, September 1900, Bishopsgate Institute, GFTU/2/2.
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77 Ned Hewitt, ‘The Who’s Who of Radical Leicester’ (n.d.) www.nednewitt.com/whoswho/, accessed
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that he had been embezzling union funds to the tune of £6000 - £7000 to buy
multiple properties around Leicestershire in 1911.778 His death soon after was
reported with an unusually but understandably muted tone in the following year’s
GFTU Annual Report.'”® That left Mitchell and Tillett: Mitchell, as previously
explored, had already showed that he was more focused on trade unionism being a
vehicle for good dialogue between employers and employees, rather than a basis for
industrial militancy; Tillett, the only member of the deputation to represent a general
union, certainly had a reputation as a firebrand orator who had led the very
memorable dockers’ strike in 1889, but he was also often accused of playing
whichever role suited the situation.'8 When part of a deputation with Holmes,
Mitchell and Gee, it was unlikely that Tillett would resort to one of his famously
stirring speeches. How the GFTU dealt with the business owners, the striking men,
and the worker at the heart of this dispute illustrates how the aims and objectives of

these four men become the basis for the construction of GFTU strike and arbitration

policy.

The GFTU’s report went on to say that Mr Broadbent claimed no knowledge of this
bye-law, that he employed Mr Downs as a favour because he had done work for him
in the past, and was not even aware that his business only employed union labour.
He thought it ‘too much to expect him to abide by a bye-law he had never heard of’
and ‘complained of the manner in which he had been approached on the subject.’18
Tillett, in an apparent effort to continue soothing the situation, advised him to ‘not
take the abruptness of the men too seriously, as they were, in all likelihood, not
accustomed to the niceties of polite society’.'82 This was both an obviously flattering
statement from someone known for flowery turns of phrase, but also quite a jarring
dismissal of the men that paid membership fees to the GFTU and who he was there
to represent. This hints at the existence of a ‘labour aristocracy’; workers, like Tillett,

that reach a certain amount of power and privilege as labour leaders through their

78 ‘Warrant Issued’, Leicester Daily Post, 26 August 1911, p. 4.

79 GFTU Annual Report, 1912, Bishopsgate Institute, GFTU/1/12.

180 Much of the literature on Ben Tillett as focused on his leadership of the Dockers’ in the late 1880s,
and then on his campaigning for election during the first world war, so his speeches and input to the
GFTU annual meetings will be explored further in this thesis in order to add more nuanced
understanding of his character.

81 Management Committee Minutes, September 1900, Bishopsgate Institute, GFTU/2/2.
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middle-class incomes and effectively become the bosses of workers as opposed to

working alongside them.

Despite the GFTU’s interventions, it became clear that no resolution could be found:
Mr Downs rather petulantly declared that ‘he had never refused to pay the 1s, but
now he had decided not to pay it’, so the committee decided to withdraw, but not
before noting that they ‘thanked Mr Broadbent for his courtesy’.'® At no point did
they note their thanks to the men on strike or Mr Downs. Therefore, even though the
report is written to convey fairness, from the point of view of the Huddersfield men, it
would be difficult not to surmise that the committee favoured the side of the employer
through their language and implicit deference, particularly with Tillett’'s remark on

their ‘politeness’.

Would reports such as this inspire greater unity between trades, or indeed between
unions and employers? It is not a verbatim account, and it was likely that there were
many things said that were omitted as the committee wrote their account, but the
most notable omission is that they did not check to see if the employer had signed
an agreement to only employ union men, or if he had been made aware of the bye-
law before. The report did ascertain that his firm only employed union men whilst
other sections of the business employed a mix, which was very likely due to the
organising efforts of trade unionists within Huddersfield. However, the committee
made no mention of any further investigation as to the validity of Mr Broadbent’s
claim to ignorance. Of course, how these reports were received by the rank-and-file
members of affiliated unions likely varied and is ultimately unknowable, but the
framing of these reports does at least indicate that the path to solidarity and ‘strength

in unity’ could be a precarious one.

The potential opacity of minute-writing is an important factor in considering how trade
unions were framed by the management committee, and indeed how they presented
their own conduct as arbitrators. According to the minutes ‘a long discussion
followed’ the presentation of the Huddersfield report, which both indicates that there
was a high degree of complexity to the situation and also an unwillingness to share

that complexity through genuine transparency.'® Regardless of considerations of

183 |bid.
184 1bid.
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space and brevity, it is notable that they then focused on their ‘being desirous of
avoiding the establishment of a rigid precedent’ of trade unions being able to strike
for similar reasons, albeit with an obtuse qualification that this statement was ‘almost’
unanimous.'® Whoever dissented from this view is not named, and the three
members of the management committee that voted to deny GFTU strike benefit
payments to the Huddersfield men due to the ‘unnecessary haste there had been in
resorting to a stoppage of work without first exhausting the means whereby a
peaceful settlement might have been arrived at’ are not named either.'8 The
Huddersfield case illustrates the manner in which both the dismissive language and
actions of the management committee, and their careful curation of the minutes and
records of their dealings, shaped the way in which GFTU approached, dealt with and

presented their relationships with trade unions in dispute.

‘The quiet belief that they were fighting the good fight’: the Penrhyn
Lockout 1900-3'%7

Although localised disputes like that of the Huddersfield Ironmoulders were a
constant rolling feature of the management committee’s daily responsibilities, they
were also involved with more nationally recognised disputes. The North Wales
Quarrymen — membership totalling 1,595 in 1901 according to the GFTU’s figures —
entered into a bitterly acrimonious and painfully long dispute in October 1900
following a history of difficult relations with the land and business owner, Lord
Penrhyn.'8 The history, experience and legacy of this dispute is explored in depth
by R. Merfyn Jones in The North Wales Quarrymen 1874 — 1922, but only scant
detail of the GFTU’s involvement is included.® Similarly, Prochaska’s broad

overview of the GFTU did not provide meaningful detail on this national dispute.

As GFTU affiliates, the quarrymen received financial support from the management

committee on the lower scale, and the Quarterly reports detailed the progress of the
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dispute.’® The first Quarterly Report to explain the dispute began with an account of
the events leading up to it, and described how the union had been established in
1874, but although the Bethesda quarry’s management had formally accepted the
union, they had ‘rejected it in spirit’ by consistently undermining the men’s efforts to
work collectively.’®! The union had diminished in size in the late 1800s, with some
men ‘hoping, no doubt, that the paternalist patronage of Lord Penrhyn would
improve’ if they left their union, but also due to the declining economic conditions in
the region that would make paying union dues very difficult.'%> However, there had
been a significant increase in union membership following Lord Penrhyn’s decision
to stop the men from being allowed to collect union fees at the quarry in 1900.'% The
men, ‘resenting this further proof of hostility, joined the organisation in hundreds’
which led to an increase in ‘the growing feeling between the two parties, a feeling
which culminated in an unfortunate attack upon three contractors and the trial of 26
of the men at Bangor on a charge of assault’.’ During the trial, two thousand quarry
workers marched to Bangor, and found themselves suspended for fourteen days as

a consequence.'® The resentment that had grown over this incident was palpable.

Following their suspension, the men returned to work only half-heartedly, and the
owners locked them out in retaliation.’®® Despite the draconian measures of Lord
Penrhyn and the considerable anti-trade union environment of the north Wales
quarries, the GFTU management committee were unequivocal in their belief that the

Bethesda men had not been right to march in support of the men in Bangor:

Very full consideration of the whole matter was given by your Committee and
it was felt that up to the point of resuming work, after the 14 days of
suspension, the men had acted wrongfully. Whatever the grievances under
which they were labouring may have been, physical force was no remedy,

was opposed to Trade Union principles, and must be wholly condemned.'®’

190 The GFTU paid out 2s 6d per member per week in relief payments for the duration of the lockout,
but only to workers that had been members of the union for over a year. See the 1901 GFTU Rule
Book for further details on benefit pay rules in Rules, 1902, Bishopsgate Institute, GFTU/8/2.

191 Quarterly Report, March 1901, Bishopsgate Institute, GFTU/5/3.

92 |bid.; Jones, The North Wales Quarrymen, p. 107.

193 Quarterly Reports, December 1901, Bishopsgate Institute, GFTU/5/5.

194 Quarterly Report, March 1901, Bishopsgate Institute, GFTU/5/3.

95 Jones, The North Wales Quarrymen, p. 211.

196 Quarterly Reports, December 1901, Bishopsgate Institute, GFTU/5/5.
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The management committee went on to say their antagonistic actions ‘invited the
repressive measures introduced’ by Lord Penrhyn, although they did ‘not wish to
relieve the management of their share of the blame’.'® That focus was on the lack of
proper organisation of the workers, rather than the arbitrary mistreatment meted out
by Lord Penrhyn, serves to highlight the increasingly paternalistic tone that the
management committee were using, perhaps to convey their own sense of power to
judge the conduct of affiliated unions who were felt not to meet the standards of
sensible trade unionism. ‘No such methods [referring to the march] are resorted to by
the well organised workers in any trade’, declared the report, in an effort to use the
conduct of the locked-out men as an example to all affiliates of how not to react to
aggressive employers.'®® There was a clear instruction here to not let volatile and
aggressive emotions get in the way of respectable and justifiable trade union activity.
Indeed, the management committee went further than their earlier handling of the
Huddersfield men in attempting to drive home their impartiality in such cases, by

explicitly laying fault at the feet of the locked-out men:

It was deemed advisable, in the face of the mistakes the men had made, to
send down a deputation to Bethesda, to make full inquiries into the position on
the spot, such inquiries not to be confined to the men, but that Lord Penrhyn

and his manager Mr Young, be written to, asking for an interview.2%

Unfortunately, Lord Penrhyn did not recognise the GFTU’s authority, and did not
grant them an interview. Instead, after talking with the men and realising that they
were not going to be able to discuss terms with Penrhyn, the resentment and anger

being the dispute was becoming clearer:

...we deem it well to add that, owing to the strained relations which seem to
have existed at the quarry for some years, unless something was done to
bring about a better feeling, harmonious working would have been impossible
for any length of time...There is no doubt in our minds that the result of this
has been that the men, by being prevented from freely expressing their

grievances collectively...there has arisen a bitter feeling against the

198 |bid.
199 bid.
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management which, with the fear that the contract system would be extended
and the hard discipline enforced, culminated in the unfortunate attack upon

the contractors.201

Through meeting the men and hearing about the conflict directly, the management
committee seemed to develop a more nuanced understanding of the strength of

feeling involved.

R Merfyn Jones’ account, though very thorough, does not make full use of the
GFTU’s records of this dispute. Further its reports, including a special publication in
1901 that was distributed to all the GFTU affiliates, reveal in detail the frustrations of
the GFTU as a body not able to fulfil its purpose, and highlight another crucial view
of the dispute. In Lord Penrhyn, the GFTU had encountered a fundamental stumbling
block in their mission to promote arbitration and communication; that is, a completely
intransigent and unrelenting employer with a ‘lordly manner’ that had no inclination to
treat his works fairly and the money with which to hold out indefinitely, even at
considerable financial cost.?2%2 The committee even went so far as to praise the
locked out men for working in other quarries whilst they were in dispute (which was
contrary to their usual advice of staying available in the hope that employment would
resume), and encouraged them to move permanently to other areas in search of

work.203

The quarterly reports published over the course of the three-year long dispute
illustrate how the GFTU was learning its own craft in arbitration, even in the face of
an unwinnable dispute. The GFTU'’s failure to bring this dispute to an end was a
bitter disappointment to Mitchell, but the experience of assisting the Bethesda

workers hardened his resolve about the need for effective trade union organisation.

All of the committee members had themselves been involved with strikes at some
point in their careers, and despite their conciliatory roles and tendency to
bureaucratise industrial disputes, they were nevertheless keenly aware of how

experiencing industrial unrest is a fundamentally emotional experience. This ties in

201 |bid.
202 Quarterly Reports, December 1901, Bishopsgate Institute, GFTU/5/5.
203 “The Penrhyn Quarry Dispute’, 1901, Bishopsgate Institute, GFTU/10/2.
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directly with how trade unions constructed emotional communities.?** In the case of
the Penrhyn men, this becomes more apparent as Lord Penrhyn becomes
increasingly hostile during the dispute, and their efforts at conciliation continue to be
unheeded. As the Penrhyn dispute began to fill the pages of labour newspapers, the
stories of their increasing struggle against poverty won the sympathy of the general
public.2%5 The Penrhyn choir toured in order to raise funds for the striking men and
their families back home.2% This too is borne out in the subsequent reports of the
GFTU: in September 1901, the GFTU ‘cheerfully’ distributed strike benefit to
Bethesda, and praised ‘the men and their determination to continue the struggle’,

despite the ‘un-businesslike attitude’ of Lord Penrhyn.2%7

Curran and Mitchell by this point were realising that the GFTU could be more than a
purse and committee: they were establishing themselves as a hub of trade union
information by printing reports on international trade unionism, articles by well-known
politicians and activists such as George Cadbury, Tom Mann and Margaret
McMillan, and pieces that they wrote themselves on topics such as temperance,
education, and welfare proposals.?®® The events at Bethesda were the subject of
several such articles. By the next quarterly report in December 1901 any hint of the
dispute being the fault of the workers themselves had completely disappeared.
Instead, portraits of the men leading the North Wales Quarrymen are included
alongside a brief history of their union, and their efforts at organisation despite the

overwhelming odds against them are repeatedly praised.??®

204 Barbara Rosenwein and Riccardo Cristiani, What is the history of emotions? (Cambridge: Polity,
2018).

205 For example, see ‘The Dispute at Bethseda’, North Devon Gazette, 23 September 1902, p. 2; ‘The
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Bethseda Dispute’, Tamworth Herald, 11 January 1902, p. 7; ‘The Penrhyn Strike’, Sheffield Daily
Telegraph, 12 October 1903, p. 5; William ‘Mabon’ Abraham, an MP and well-respected Miners’
leader from South Wales, criticised the conduct of Lord Penrhyn in ‘The Bethseda Dispute’, Bromyard
News, 25 June 1903, p. 2; Even the jury seemed reluctant when they found in favour of Lord Penrhyn
for his libel case, reported in Westminster Gazette, 14 March 1903, which he had brought against Mr
Parry for writing a scathing account of Penrhyn’s conduct that the editor of The Clarion published, as
they expressed the opinion that there should be a ‘a little more conciliatory spirit on the part of both
Lord Penrhyn and his men’. A detailed account of the court case can be found in ‘The Penrhyn Libel
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A mere six months after they had ‘wholly condemned’ the actions of the men when
they marched to Bangor, they now referred to it almost righteously as the ‘revolt of
1900’, and included respectable and professional images of the North Wales
Quarrymen Union officials in ties and suits alongside their account of the Penrhyn
quarry.2'® This was no longer a dispute involving two equal sides, but one in which
the men were ‘crushed in spirit’ after their ‘long and sad tale of woe’ at the hands of
‘tyranny and oppression’, which had inspired their ‘unity and strength [as they]
struggled doggedly and courageously for their freedom’.2'" The change in tone may
have been abrupt, but it certainly reflected the strength of feeling often found in
accounts of gruelling industrial disputes that affect the very poorest of communities.
It also shows how the martyrdom of individuals or groups that fought against unfair
laws or employers was crucial in the establishment of growing a sense of solidarity in
struggle, which went in some way to construct the sense of identity and belonging

needed to foster an emotional community around a trade union.

The management committee’s change of heart was likely influenced by both the
increasing public support of the quarrymen, and the belligerent attitude of Lord
Penrhyn himself, but it also speaks to the changing ideas of how disputes can be
reflected upon by the protagonists, supporters and observers. The GFTU, by
becoming judges of the righteousness of industrial action, both identified and used
emotional language to give certain perceptions of disputes, depending on their own
judgements. This in turn indicates the complexity of industrial action, and questions
exactly whose unity matters in the GFTU’s motto ‘unity is strength’; the Penrhyn
dispute made it clear that creating a federation of trades meant creating a committee
of men who had to use their own judgement to decide who was worthy of solidarity
either in a financial or moral form, and their unity was just as important as wider unity
within the GFTU.

210 |bid.
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Conclusion

The subjective differences between those ‘fighting the good fight’ in Penrhyn and the
‘unnecessary haste’ of the Huddersfield Ironmoulders, regardless of the number of
rules the GFTU constructed to legitimise their decisions, demonstrated the
opportunities for disagreement or the ease with which the committee could change
their minds.2'2 Also, by exploring these cases in a level detail not achieved in
Prochaska’s account, a more nuanced understanding of the role of the GFTU can be
demonstrated. The Penrhyn men were by no means the only group of workers that
received sympathetic accounts from the management committee, as the
Huddersfield Ironmoulders were not the only ones to have their claims to benefit
dismissed, but they are simply offered here in this chapter as an indication of the
different ways in which disputes could be framed by the GFTU, particularly by the
language of emotion. The implicit moral judgement made by the committee, and the
images of bravery or belligerence, hopefulness or arrogance, was in many ways
linked to the personalities and trade union allegiances of the members themselves.
They also learned as they went along: the early annoyance at the conduct of the
Penrhyn men was quickly smoothed over into outright admiration in their descriptions
of their noble fight, which shows how the GFTU were learning how important it was

to portray struggles in a certain way to guarantee support.

As a proposal to be sent around the TUC, a hopeful hypothetical idea of financial
security and unity, the GFTU was an attractive proposal that could easily be worked
out as an economic model. However, as this chapter has shown, the economic
framework of affordability did not allow much room for the presence of different
personalities, or the sheer variety of industrial disputes that could occur. The mixture
of trades represented in the management committee served to highlight the
complexity of the trade union movement, but also the dual potential of unity and

disunity.

Whilst the GFTU grew, and as they carried on carving out their place in the labour
movement, the personalities, friendships and connections found in the management

committee became increasingly important to how the GFTU both presented itself and

212 penrhyn Quarry Dispute, 1901, Bishopsgate Institute, GFTU/10/2; Management Committee
Minutes, September 1900, Bishopsgate Institute, GFTU/2/2.
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how it was viewed by those outside of the organisation. Curran’s exuberance and
passion for the labour movement was a galvanising force that propelled the GFTU
onto the centre stage. With a less energetic chairman, the GFTU could have been a
passive project that financially responded to disputes without necessarily seeking out

ways to grow or to adapt to its changing environment.

The GFTU had a slow start to its membership numbers, and it was in no small part to
Curran’s excellent capacity as an organiser that the numbers kept on climbing. Given
the fast-paced changes in the wider labour movement during the first decade of the
twentieth century, the success of the GFTU is in its longevity and endurance rather
than numbers; Pelling’s characterisation of the GFTU as being unremarkable
because ‘it was not a federation but simply a committee controlling a fund, and it
never became general, for many...refused to join’ remains true on a purely numerical
basis.?'3 However, despite their small number of affiliates, they exerted considerable

influence over the national and international scene as arbitrators, as will be seen.

It is perhaps fitting that the GFTU’s origins lay in a battle of ideologies — King’s
ambitious and socialist NIGFTLU did not win against the Parliamentary Committee’s
pragmatic plan — because the GFTU continued to struggle with what its own ideology
was or should be. Designed as a federation of autonomous unions, the early failure
of the district system ultimately translated into the management committee taking on
the full-time work of preventing, settling or financing disputes, and the effect of this
was seen in how they reported their efforts at arbitration. The opinion and judgement
of the management committee became increasingly centralised, and deputations
criss-crossed the country to offer support but to also offer judgement. They had to
contend with difficult disputes that often defied categorisation, and which were
difficult to align easily with their eligibility rules. When the management committee
decided that a strike was worthy of financial help despite not meeting the obvious
criteria, their judgement was invariably called into question by other unions that had

not received their favourable judgements in the past.?'

213 Pelling, A History of Trade Unionism, p. 113.

214 A long running problem with the categorisation of disputes was the ‘sympathetic strike’. If a union
called out their members in an act of solidarity with a kindred trade’s dispute, the GFTU would not
allow them to claim benefit. However, until 1912, if a union (or branch) was locked out as a result of a
fellow GFTU affiliate’s dispute, then the management committee would usually grant benefit. Of
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The appearance of Mitchell's successor in 1907 ensured that it was increasingly the
role of the general secretary to set the tone for how the GFTU operated. The
management committee still played an important role, but the following chapter will
demonstrate how the new general secretary came to lead the GFTU, how he
developed the ethos of the organisation according to his own beliefs and those of the
other labour leaders he worked with, and how his influence changed the outlook and
policies of the GFTU for the following three decades. Hope was still a central
component of the GFTU’s mission towards the end of the GFTU’s first ten years:
membership growth was slow, but every report from the general secretary praised
even the smallest of new affiliation as a sign of increased unity and strength within
the GFTU. However, it was set to be a turbulent time for trade unionism as the world
entered the next decade of the twentieth century. The GFTU found itself rocked by
many political and industrial changes outside of its control, and increasingly looked
towards important friendships with other organisations and leaders in order to

sustain their original sense of hope for the future.

course, that was costly, and the policy was abandoned as the bank accounts were drained during the
Great Unrest.
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Chapter Two: Friendship

‘l have made friends in many countries and amongst every class of men

and women’’

- William Appleton, 1938

Introduction

Trade unions, by their very definition, work on a basis of connecting people through
mutual trade/skill or collective workplace interests. Because of this fundamental role
of connection and solidarity, they can be understood as emotional communities as
well as sites of worker activism, social interactions, and political functionality.? In their
capacity as industrial mediators, the GFTU often described disputes in ways that
leant on the importance of solidarity and friendship. For instance, during the Clyde
strike in 1906 the GFTU ‘commend[ed] the workmen’s case to the public generally’
and encouraged them to ‘show to their colleagues in dispute that true comradeship

upon which the Labour movement is based.

This chapter will explore how the element of friendship, formed through networks of
mutual interest between labour leaders, played an integral role in creating and
reinforcing the unseen but tangible boundaries of the GFTU’s emotional community.
Although some emphasis on identities and ‘structures of feeling’, particularly from the
work of Raymond Williams, is seen in the historiography of the labour movement,

less has been written about exactly how those identities and personalities

" William Appleton, How I Left the Federation: An Attempt To Clear Up Wrong Impressions (Self-
published, 1938) p. 5

2 Barbara Rosenwein and Riccardo Cristiani, What is the history of emotions? (Cambridge: Polity,
2018)

3 Proceedings and Reports, April 1906 — March 1907. Bishopsgate Institute. GFTU/4/5; Over 4000
shipbuilders in the Clyde area of Glasgow struck for five weeks after their request for wage increases
was rejected by their employers (see ‘Clyde Strike Ends’, Dundee Courier, 17 November 1906, p. 5).
This dispute was brief and contained compared to the much larger (and much more studied) episodes
of unrest in the area following the outbreak of the first world war, although mention is made of the
pockets of smaller shipbuilding disputes in the years before the war in W Gallacher, Revolt on the
Clyde (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1936, 1978) and W Kendall, The Revolutionary Movement in
Britain, 1900-1921, (London: Littlehampton Books, 1969).
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interplayed to construct networks of friendship and solidarity.* Friendship, | argue,
was integral to this process. The building of friendships, and the way in which these
small-scale social interactions constructed emotional communities, was crucial in
building solidarities through mutual experiences.® Solidarities could be
simultaneously professional and intimate: they could be constructed through casual
conversations during tea breaks at trade union meetings but could also influence
trade union policy or action if the leaders liked or disliked their counterparts strongly

enough.®

The canonical texts of labour and trade union history tend to place the construction
of solidarity primarily through a shared experience of struggle: this usually takes
place on a picket line, a community feeding hall, or on a difficult election campaign
trail. Although feelings of solidarity are indeed constructed in these places, it is too
narrow a view to say that struggle is the only way, or even the primary way, in which
solidarity is built. Solidarity was also steadily built by the establishment of friendships
which grew over years of branch meetings, annual councils, and union deputations.
These slow burning connections formed a more subtle feeling of solidarity than that
which has perhaps been found in the more intense shared experience of a strike, but

that quiet solidarity could nevertheless be just as strong.

This chapter begins with critical biographies of William Appleton and James

O’Grady, in order to continue exploring the effect that different personalities had on

4 Raymond Williams, Culture and Society, 3rd Edition (London: Vintage, 1958, 2017); There has been
more scholarship on the role of personality and identity in politics than in trade unionism. See for
example David Howell, Macdonald’s Party: Labour Identities and Crisis 1922-1931 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2002), as well as the large number of politically active labour leaders in comparison
to trade union leaders in The Dictionary of Labour Biography Vols 1-15.

5 For general scholarship on ‘Friendship’ see Mark Peel, ‘New Worlds of Friendship: The Early
Twentieth Century’ in (ed) Barbara Caine, Friendship: A History (London: Routledge, 2014) pp. 303-
87; M Humphries, The Power of Friends: Reginald Brett, 2nd Viscount Escher, and the political
influence of social networks in Edwardian Britain’ (Unpublished PhD thesis, KCL 2016); Amy Milne-
Smith, Club Talk: Gossip, Masculinity and Oral Communities in Late Nineteenth-Century London’,
Gender & History, 21, (2009) pp. 86-106, Simon Koschut and Andrea Oelsner, eds. Friendship and
International Relations (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014); Jon Nixon, Hannah Arendt and the
Politics of Friendship (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2015).

6 An extreme 