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Preface 

Like many novice labor historians during the early 1970s, 

I was intrigued by the origins and fate of politically conscious labor in 

the upheaval ol nineteenth-century industrialization. Perhaps a major¬ 

ity of my peers focused on the formation of industrial working classes 

up to World War I. I was one of those who looked for an explanation of 

why and how these labor movements changed—especially by an appar¬ 

ent narrowing of perspective—in response to the rationalized econo¬ 

mies of the twentieth century. The result was a seminar paper, and the 

research on that project was the beginning of this book. 

In my paper, I attempted to address an old question—the decline of 

the ideals of workers’ control in France after 1914. After finding the po¬ 

litical and ideological approaches of institutional histories insufficient, I 

shifted to the presumably firmer ground of technological change to ex¬ 

plain the decline of revolutionary labor and came to a rather conven¬ 

tional conclusion: in the face of managerial and mechanical assaults on 

skill-based work, French labor had little choice but to embrace the cor- 

poratist formulas of reformism or the bread-and-butter economism of 

communism. Soon I dropped the topic to pursue the same general 

problem from a different angle—the impact of immigration on the 

shifting of the French working class in a conservative direction. 

Yet I never was satisfied with this approach. After about ten years of 

tilling on the margins of the field in immigration history, I decided to 

give my first topic a second look. I had been dissatisfied for some time 

with several dominant trends in labor history: the search for autono- 
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mous working-class cultures at the price of neglecting the political con¬ 

test and the tendency to view twentieth-century labor reformism as an 

inevitable product of modernization or of false consciousness and un¬ 

heroic compromise. As the Western nations drifted toward the Right in 

the 1970s, the key historical question appeared less the fate of revolu¬ 

tionary challenges to capitalism than when and how democratic reforms 

could penetrate the social order. 

I also came to sec that my earlier approach neglected the significance 

oi life beyond the workplace. The new history of gender, family, and 

even leisure, which surely has put traditional labor history in a shadow 

since the mid-1970s, seemed to offer fresh approaches to the labor 

question. I might have undertaken a community historical study, an ap¬ 

proach that has served well to elucidate the foil dimensions of class and 

culture. But I remained convinced that questions of class in relationship 

to the state had yet to be folly explored and that these issues required a 

national—and, indeed, international—perspective. It was clear, how¬ 

ever, that work was an insufficient unit of analysis and that reform had 

to be understood in the broad context of leisure and family as well. 

In particular, reflecting on my early work, I was struck by the almost 

obsessive interest that labor had in the interwar period with the reform 

of worktime—especially the eight-hour day and the claim to it as a 

right of citizenship. I found in this concern with working hours a new 

significance. It was not a consolation prize in a lost contest over the 

character of industrial society but an expression of a far deeper quest for 

time. The eight-hour day was surely central to the postwar debate over 

the shape of the French economy and society. It occurred to me that an 

investigation of worktime might serve as a prism through which to look 

at this critical transformation of labor in a new light. The issue was not 

merely the reduction of working hours but the reallocation of time, a 

shift that affected life beyond employment as much as the experience of 

work. I hoped to find in this quest for time a way of linking the radi¬ 

calism of labor history before World War I with the reformism that fol¬ 

lowed and of relating changes in work with shifting attitudes toward 
family and leisure. 

I stirred up more dust than I could realistically settle in one book, 

but it seemed worthwhile to press on. The fact that a movement for 

shorter working hours was one of few fresh fronts on which European 

labor moved in the late 1970s and 1980s made the historical experience 

of this movement even more significant. And because of the difficulties 

that these struggles have encountered, a long view of the problems of 
reform became all the more useful. 
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I dug at the stump of this old tree, uncovering roots that were rather 

deeper and more extensive than at first expected. Perhaps most impor¬ 

tant, I found that an investigation of the French short-hours movement 

was insufficient. Not only was the quest for time an international move¬ 

ment at almost every stage, but its transnational character was essential 

for its success. Moreover, by looking in detail at another country, I 

could break out of the ghetto of national (and particularly French) la¬ 

bor history and address a wider audience. I chose Britain because it was 

arguably the birthplace of the short-hours movement and provided its 

most important literature until at least the early 1890s. 

The result is this book. Its occasional polemical bark is as much di¬ 

rected toward the ghost of my earlier thoughts as it is toward those of 

contemporary scholars. I hope readers will find that this work grows 

from the concerns of the last generation of labor history and is not 

merely a reaction to them. The book focuses on the politics of work¬ 

time, and only secondarily on its culture or economics. Still by “poli¬ 

tics” I mean more than a study of labor legislation and collective bar¬ 

gaining—although these areas are important and far too long neglected 

by social and labor historians. The question of worktime reform is un¬ 

answerable without analysis of the ideological struggle over the political 

economy of time, changing attitudes toward work and leisure, and the 

broad economic context. 

I owe a great deal to many who broadened my perspective on this 

topic. Among the people who gave me their time and ideas are Clive 

Behagg, Julian Jackson, Karl Hinrichs, Teresa Murphy, David Roedigcr, 

Kathryn Kish Sklar, Irmgard Steinisch, and Robert Sykes. Each of 

these people share with me an interest in the historical problem of 

worktime and have made important contributions to this question. 

Conversation and correspondence with them has sharpened my focus 

and extended my view. Other scholars, who for the most part also have 

done work in this field, have also critically read parts or all of the text. 

They gave me a hand when I was skating on thin ice. These include 

David Brody, Gerald Eggert, Steve Fraser, John Horner, Benjamin 

Hunnicutt, Lucien Karstens, Wassily Leontief, Wayne Lewchuk, Anson 

Rabinbach, Martha Shields, Dan Silverman, Carmen Sirianni, Stewart 

Weaver, and Lee Shai Weisbach. 

I owe much to Harvey Goldberg, who seventeen years ago led that 

seminar that set me on the track of this subject; despite the likelihood 

that he might well have disagreed with a good deal of my argument, I 

think he would have seen some of himself in the results. James E. 

Cronin not only gave generously of his time in assuaging my various 
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anxieties but also offered invaluable aid to this French historian trying 

to find his way into the thicket of British social history. The financial 

support of the National Endowment for the Humanities and the Insti¬ 

tute for the Arts and Humanistic Studies at the Pennsylvania State Uni¬ 

versity was much appreciated. Finally, Maru Cross has contributed 

more to this project than I can express. 
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1 
A Question of Time 

For historians, time is an objective fact, a yardstick that 

allows them to lord over those who “merely55 lived in the past. Yet, for 

the living individual, time is the scarcest of resources. It is involuntarily 

consumed and, despite our wishful thinking, it cannot be “saved.55 For 

preindustrial and religious peoples, scarcity of time generally meant the 

brevity of physical life; and many sought to suppress the “terror of 

time” in an unending cycle of religious rites of “eternal” beginnings. 

Most modern people face dais frustration differently. We attempt to an¬ 

ticipate the future in the present. Society no longer seeks to suppress 

time; rather the object is to “gain” and “save” it by more efficiendy 

consuming it.1 We seek also to allocate our time. For most of us, the 

central issue is the portion of life necessary for work and the periods 

free from it.2 

We have resolved the dilemma of scarcity by creating neat packages 

of time: regular eight-hour workdays interrupted by the weekend, an¬ 

nual summer vacation, and retirement. What may appear to most of us 

as a natural allocation of time is, of course, unique to twentieth-century 

industrial democracies. 

The modern distribution of time has important normative implica¬ 

tions: some may believe it came at the price of the intensification of the 

pace of life and the unnatural segmentation of time into moments of 

1 
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work, play, and family activity; for others, the modern solution to the 

time problem has produced an extension of personal freedom and a ra¬ 

tional and efficient demarcation between the temporal realms of social 

necessity and individual liberty. In any case, there is no obvious reason 

why any work and leisure package should be understood as normal or 

natural. Indeed, one might assume that a portion of increased produc¬ 

tivity would be distributed as leisure. Yet, despite steady economic 

growth since World War II, there has been little change in working 

hours in recent years; in fact, the eight-hour day has been the norm for 

seventy years. Shifts in the allocation of time in the nineteenth century 

were similarly discontinuous. 

Just when and why has this meaning and distribution of time changed 

in the modern world? Most historians have provided technological or 

economic answers to this question. For example, Jacques Attali has 

structured a global history of time around the development of the tools 

of its measurement and the elites that controlled its use. His work neatly 

summarizes a common and attractive technological determinism.3 

It is almost a truism that the key to the industrial era was not the 

steam engine but the modern clock. Its capacity to measure minutes and 

later seconds allowed a new intensification of the tempo of life. Time, 

which had once been organized by the clergy according to the season 

and week, had become in the late eighteenth century a tool of indus¬ 

trialists to regulate the minute flow of production.4 Work for the first 

time could be precisely regulated and even intensified. Unlike the calen¬ 

dar, which allowed for the play of irregular labor, the clock became a 

weapon used by employers to eliminate the gaps in the traditional day 

of work; it assured a continuity and uniformity of output even without 

the benefit ot the machine. Clock time—unlike the broad durations of 

the past—became a means of quantifying the economic value of labor. 

Along with the division of labor and the mechanization of work, clock 

time made possible the treatment ol labor power as a commodity, as so 

many units of time. The value of a product or service was now mea¬ 

sured by the time necessary to produce it. Time had become money.5 

This analysis, of course, helps explain two basic realities of the indus¬ 

trial age: the devaluation of leisure and other non work activities by the 

owning classes and the persistent attempt of workers to raise the price 

of their labor time by making it scarce through the reduction of hours. 

To be sure, in the long run, leisure regains value. But economic histo¬ 

rians tend to understand this in narrowly monetary terms: with rising 
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incomes, workers may choose to “buy” leisure—that is, forgo addi¬ 

tional income for tree time. But leisure is perceived primarily as con¬ 

sumption time, periods in which domestic and pleasure purchases can 

be made.6 

This line of argument has the virtue of coherence and explanatory 

power. It links technology with a new economic hegemonic elite. Josiah 

Wedgewood with his set factory hours, Frederick Taylor and his stop 

watch, and Charles Bedaux with his “B” units that claimed to apportion 

both worktime and rest time—all capitalized on the power of the clock 

to regularize and intensify the pace of work.7 This theory helps to sepa¬ 

rate us clearly from our premodern ancestors who gave time other 

meanings than money and who melded work and leisure time. 

Although this is surely a necessary explanation, it neglects the com¬ 

plexity of change and the input of noneconomic factors in the redistri¬ 

bution of time. In particular, an economic-technological explanation 

fails to account for the discontinuities and conflicts that accompanied 

the historic changes in the allocation of time. It does not explain when 

working hours were reduced. Often this approach contains at least an 

implicit judgment that clock time has been accompanied by the cultural 

hegemony of entrepreneurs who have succeeded in crowding out tradi¬ 

tional values and imposing their “commoditized” notions of time upon 

the workers. 

This view is surely incomplete, because it leaves out politics and that 

complex phenomenon of popular pressure and intellectual leadership 

that shaped the destiny of modern liberal democratic societies. Most 

simply, the economic-technological argument ignores the factor of re¬ 

form. When and why working hours were reduced and a new labor 

standard achieved are questions that must address the problem of dis¬ 

continuity and the complexities of motive and power. Although this 

issue was born in the workplace, it is resolved only in the political arena, 

and often in an international context. 

I do not propose here to offer a narrative history of the legislation 

and collective bargaining relating to worktime. That would be as one¬ 

sided as economic-technological determinism. I choose to write neither 

a political nor an economic and social history. Rather I attempt to forge 

a link between these approaches. I give primacy to politics, but will also 

attempt to root reform in at least the topsoil of social and labor history. 

The overriding theme of a generation of modern labor historians, 

inspired by scholars like E. R Thompson and Michelle Perrot, has been 



4 A Quest for Time 

to explain the rise and decline of social conflict and class consciousness 

within workplaces and communities. This concern has produced an ex¬ 

traordinary number of local and trade studies that have enriched our 

understanding of the experience and values of ordinary people. Yet for 

most of these historians labor reform is basically unproblematic. Re¬ 

form seems remote to the experiences of workers, only marginal to 

more essential social change, or even as mere marks of bourgeois he¬ 

gemony. Labeling this tradition as history with the politics left out is 

unfair for these workplace and community studies have sought to explain 

broad political change; moreover, British social historian G. Stedman 

Jones has recently argued for turning from the workplace and commu¬ 

nity to the arena of political discourse in order to resolve outstanding 

historical questions. The problem, I think, is less the lack of a political 

perspective than a narrow one. The focus has varied from country to 

country. In Britain, the critical period was probably the rise and decline 

of Chartism; in France, the revolutionary episodes that culminated in 

the growth and collapse of syndicalism. In both cases the primary con¬ 

cern has been to explain the rise and fall of systemic challenges to the 

social order and less the conditions that make for subde but significant 

shifts in the terms of the social contest.8 

Contemporary historians ot reform have sought to explain the roles 

of intellectual and political elites in the origins of the welfare state and 

the domestication of class conflict. Sanford Elwitt and Judith Stone 

have provided us with fresh views of the elite agenda in the late nine¬ 

teenth century to recast French capitalism. And new accounts of the 

history of the British Factory Acts of the 1830s and 1840s have clarified 

the role of reforming elites in this critical period. But these histories 

usually ignore the role ot popular forces in the transformation of law; 

they often presume that social control is the principal objective of re¬ 

form. Recently, however, Robert Sykes and Stewart Weaver, for ex¬ 

ample, suggest more complex social origins and purposes to early Vic¬ 
torian British factory reform.9 

There are some hopeful signs of the relinkage of political and social 

history. Still, it is an imposing prospect to attempt to break subdisciplin- 

ary barriers. Moreover, pervasive and persuasive interpretative tradi¬ 

tions continue to blind us to a foil exploitation of this partnership. 

I label these perspectives the “time as money” theory and the “moderni¬ 

zation of labor” interpretation. Together these views impede an appre¬ 

ciation of the role of time reform, especially between 1890 and 1940 
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when the eight-hour day and other modern divisions of time were 

introduced. 

Time, Money, and Industrial Labor in the 
Nineteenth Century 

A fundamental distinction between preindustrial and in¬ 

dustrial meanings of time is basic to most histories of the reduction of 

working hours. This perspective has been nurtured both by the image 

of prefactory worktime constructed by nineteenth-century “hour” re¬ 

formers and by recent historians of early industrialization. According to 

a popular perception, preindustrial artisans worked intermittently and, 

when incomes rose, they labored fewer days; in general, because there 

was no rigorous distinction between work and nonwork, these crafts¬ 

men were not conscious of time. Gradually, however, the modern cal¬ 

culating spirit, first developed by early industrial entrepreneurs, also 

spread to workers. While employers learned to measure labor value in 

terms of time and sought to maximize this value by extending hours, 

laborers also slowly “learned the rules of the game.”10 They evidently 

discovered the relationship between productivity, pay, and worktime. 

When employers found ways of increasing hourly output, workers de¬ 

manded a monetary share of increased productivity and insisted that 

worktime beyond a standard period of production be paid a premium 

or abolished. Time has become a “currency,” says E. P. Thompson, “not 

passed but spent.” Thompson summarizes the industrial history of la¬ 

bor and worktime: 

The first generation of factory workers were taught by their masters the im¬ 

portance of time; the second generation formed their short-time committees 

in the ten hour movement; the third generation struck for overtime and time- 

and-a-half. They had accepted the categories of their employers and learned to 

fight back with them. They had learned their lesson, that time is money, only 

too well.11 

According to this view, not only had time become commoditized but 

“natural” work rhythms had been abolished. Employers gradually under¬ 

mined the “task-oriented” behavior of the artisan with his irregular 

work calendar and his “polychronic” behavior in mixing work and play. 
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When work was centralized in the factory and labor lost control over 

tools, methods, and pace of production, the wage earner adapted to 

“time-oriented” work. Life became segmented between hours of in¬ 

tense labor and periods of rest. Only the homemaker and mother with 

her relative isolation from the social division of labor ultimately re¬ 

tained preindustrial notions of time and work. Thus, industrial work 

discipline, E. P. Thompson claims, changed “the inward notation of 

time” and distorted human needs. He concludes that “we must learn to 

break down barriers between work and life.”12 

Despite the usefulness of these analyses of the origins of “time as 

money,” increasingly these images of early industrial worktime (ad¬ 

mittedly oversimplified here) have been challenged. The common claim 

of nineteenth-century reformers that the eighteenth-century workday 

was short and relatively autonomous has been qualified.13 The ten-hour 

day was closer to the standard in eighteenth-century England than the 

eight-hour day of the mythical “free-born Englishman.” Twelve hours 

generally prevailed in France. More important, for many journeymen, 

apprentices, domestics, and farm servants, all of the laborers’ time was 

at the disposal of the master during the work contract. The actual length 

ot each day varied with the vicissitudes of nature, the market, and em¬ 

ployer needs. While the merchant-manufacturer may have had no direct 

control over artisans who worked by the piece, Michael Harrison has 

recently found that their working week in England was far more regular 

than previously supposed.14 

The number ot holidays—up to 164 days in seventeenth-century 

France—has been cited as evidence of a more relaxed attitude toward 

worktime. Yet these holidays were usually related to the enforced leisure 

ot the “dead season” in the agricultural or artisan production cycle. 

They were far from the modern paid vacations for they neither allowed 

individualized leisure nor provided the income necessary to enjoy this 

“free time.” These holidays were mostly lost days of income that would 

have to be made up in long workweeks to follow.15 

Moreover, recent historians note that the struggle over the allocation 

of time was hardly an invention ot the nineteenth-century short-hours 

movements. Although few workers directly challenged the “traditional” 

workday, the numbers of days that artisans and even servants were 

willing to work varied with the season and wage levels. As Michael 

Sonenscher suggests for eighteenth-century France, artisans usually 

viewed wage work as a supplement to other sources of income (e.g., 

farming). Employers’ demands on labor time correlated less to the die- 
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tatcs of the sun (as “preindustrial” theory would have it) than to the 

costs of maintaining inventories and interest charges on raw materials. 

Masters often had an incentive to increase the workday during rush pe¬ 

riods to get the goods out and then to lay off labor or reduce hours in 

the dead season. An attempt to put the time of journeymen at the dis¬ 

posal of employers was behind the labor passport or livret and the legal 

obligation to work in Old Regime France.16 

The campaign to force artisans to reallocate their time toward work, 

especially wage labor, took many forms. Economists frequently advo¬ 

cated artificially low wages and high prices as an inducement to force 

workers to extend their hours of wage work.17 Another vehicle for 

breaking old work habits was the campaign to reduce the number 

of holidays. For example, in France during the Revolution, the Le 

Chapclier Law granted employers unlimited power to regulate employ¬ 

ment, including worktime, eliminating the controls of guilds and muni¬ 

cipal authorities.18 In Britain, numerous efforts of gentry, publicists, 

and committees for the suppression of vice to reduce holiday periods in 

the eighteenth century have been well documented.19 

Specialists in the history of early industrialization have long stressed 

the importance of the centralized workplace in the imposition of work 

discipline and the lengthening of the working day. Not only did the fac¬ 

tory make regular working hours a condition for employment, but new 

managerial techniques enhanced the ability of the employer to intensify 

worktime. Mechanization, especially in steam-driven textile mills, pro¬ 

vided incentives to raise working hours. Efforts to amortize cosdy 

equipment over a shorter period, attempts to reduce costs as competi¬ 

tion increased and prices dropped, and hopes of taking advantage of 

new gas lighting all encouraged the lengthening of working hours.20 

Historians, however, have increasingly questioned the impact of the 

factory on enforcing time discipline. As Duncan Bythell and James 

Schmiechen have recently documented, the unmechanized, subcon¬ 

tracted work of the sweating system had surely played a greater role in 

the intensification of work.21 Moreover, the victory of commoditized 

time was hardly complete even by the mid-nineteenth century. The tra¬ 

ditional holiday of Saint Monday survived in well-paid tailoring and 

other trades until the 1860s in Britain and France.22 Increased demand 

for output led often not to mechanization but to the expansion of the 

work force. In the mid-nineteenth century, only where women and chil¬ 

dren worked did employers impose more than an effective three-day 

week upon Birmingham and Black country metalworkers. British miners 
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may have seen an increase in the workday in the 1840s, but the practice 

of Saint Monday, summer short-time work, and early quitting on Sat¬ 

urdays in summer remained. English construction workers in the 1830s 

successfully resisted attempts to raise the ten-hour day. The real length¬ 

ening of the workday in nineteenth-century Britain took place mostly 

among workers in mechanized textile mills and other trades competing 

against machines and overcrowding.23 

These revisions of the history of “time as money” are helpful. But 

perhaps most important, this interpretation of the history of worktime 

generally ignores the positive role of reform. As Thompson suggests, by 

about 1850 British workers had “learned their lesson, that time is 

money, only too well.” Efforts to shorten hours, then, have been under¬ 

stood as economism and adaptations to the imperatives of a triumphal 

capitalism. 

Yet the nineteenth century brought less the victory of economic time 

than new and often contrasting attitudes toward the allocation of time. 

A bourgeois leisure (as well as work) ethic emerged. The goal of eco¬ 

nomic accumulators to “save” time meant not only to increase the pro¬ 

ductivity of working hours but also to defer leisure to a later period. 

Note the life of the apostle of economic time, Benjamin Franklin. His 

Autobiography reveals not a man of endless hours of work but rather a 

person who carefully planned or rationalized his workday, insuring 

highly productive hours of work but also long blocks of time in the 

evening and at midday for reading, diversions, and conversation. He 

claimed to work an eight-hour day. Even more important, his youthful 

years of economic time provided him the opportunity for an early re¬ 

tirement from business at the age of forty-two, whereupon he devoted 

the rest of his long life to a variety of self-directed activities that might 

well be called leisure. The nineteenth-century European and even Ameri¬ 

can bourgeoisie adopted essentially the same strategy: long hours of 

work in youth were “invested” in middle-age leisure and long holidays.24 

In contrast, workers built their reformed leisure strategy around 

weekly days free from work and a reduction of daily hours. Because the 

wage earner lacked the opportunity to forgo income for an extended 

period, the laborer was unable to imitate the merchant, lawyer, and 

politician on the August vacation. With insufficient resources to “save” 

time (in reality, income), the worker sought to “spend” free time in fre¬ 

quent, regular, and necessarily short doses. Saint Monday was to the 

worker of the mid-nineteenth century, says the British artisan Thomas 

Wright, what the vacation was to the bourgeois. Part of the middle- 
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class resentment of the workers’ inconstancy and presumed lack of time 

thrift may reflect different strategies for distributing life time.25 

Gradually, however, a new work and leisure ethic emerged in the late 

nineteenth century for all classes. The ideal increasingly became that of 

uniform durations of work, compressed into as few hours as necessary 

in order to maintain production and income; at the same time, leisure 

time was radically segmented from work and packaged into predictable, 

long blocks of personally disposable periods, distributed in doses over 

the day, week, year, and life-span. This new approach to time contrasted 

with the traditional pattern of irregularity and the melding of work and 
leisure. 

Of course, one might argue that this change of strategy was in part 

an accommodation to the exigencies of industrial capitalism. Workers 

were certainly obliged to adapt to the reality of the segmentation of life, 
because industrial capitalism separated work and home and made neces¬ 

sary a synchronizing of interpersonal activities. Indeed, the compres¬ 

sion of work into an 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 P.M. schedule, five days a week, 

is one of the most rational ways of solving these problems. This chang¬ 

ing time economy may also reflect an instrumentalist attitude toward 

work, as a mere economic means to the only remaining arena of per¬ 

sonal freedom—leisure time.26 

These new approaches may also signify the trickle down of the bour¬ 

geois ideal of “saving time”—forbearance of leisure until it could be 

coupled with income. Workers may well have found a linkage between 

accumulating savings and a different, perhaps more satisfying, alloca¬ 

tion of time free from wage work. This included not only vacations 

long enough to allow workers extended periods away from the indus¬ 

trial environment, but also years of a work-free childhood and a retire¬ 

ment before ill-health reduced the value of “free time.” 

The provenance of new attitudes toward work and leisure is a most 

complex issue. We must await the new research of nineteenth-century 

specialists to understand more fully these changing values during early 

industrialization. As the innovative essays in Patrick Joyce’s recent col¬ 

lection reveal, meanings of time to the nineteenth-century worker were 

far more complex than the formulas of social theorists.27 Surely we can 

agree that the worker’s time economy in the industrial era went well 

beyond the sociologists’ notions of adaptation or social convergence. 

This claim can perhaps most clearly be defended by investigating the 

dynamics of hours reform in the nineteenth century. These movements 

suggest motives that go beyond accommodation to the “time-as-money” 
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ethic and also reveal significant differences—along with points of con¬ 

vergence—between elite and popular motives. 

First, time reform was rooted in values that challenged the “severely 

workful” obsessions of Europe’s Coketown entrepreneurs. An impor¬ 

tant literature of the history of leisure documents important counter¬ 

cultures that rejected commoditized time. Of course, the rich continued 

their leisure traditions. But more significant, bourgeois reformers sought 

not the mere repression of working-class leisure but its transformation. 

In place of the boisterous and often violent seasonal outbursts of wakes 

weeks and races or the daily visit to the tavern, advocates of rational 

recreation proposed the wholesome leisure of family walks, uplifting 

reading and education, and organized sport. For some historians these 

efforts represent a new form of class struggle as elites attempted to 

make leisure conform to new standards of rationalized worktime. Still, 

there is much evidence that many workers also supported these expres¬ 

sions of leisure. Wage earners as well as middle-class reformers in Brit¬ 

ain sought to restore the Saturday half-holiday from the 1840s as essen¬ 

tial to the enjoyment of rational recreation. Later, French Catholics 

(and retail clerks) challenged the poor enforcement of the Sunday clos¬ 

ing principle.28 

Second, concern that the working-class family was incapable of en¬ 

forcing social discipline and of reproducing itself led even laissez-faire 

liberals to advocate regulation of factory worktime. Relatively early, the 

intelligentsia in England and France reached near consensus over the 

need to release time for married working women to reverse the appar¬ 

ent disintegration of the family and to provide a domestic alternative to 

the male drinking culture. Still earlier, an awareness of the fragility of 

childhood and the political and economic need for mass education led 

elites to insist that youths be withdrawn from the workforce, at least 

part of the day. As a means of “saving” the family, reformers gradually 

convinced politicians of the social necessity of a shorter workday, a 

regular weekly day of rest, and eventually the paid vacation.29 

The working classes did not fully embrace this approach to reform. 

In the first place, the divergence of time strategies between classes was 

surprisingly persistent. 1 he regular and frequent hours of rest time pro¬ 

moted in the ten-hour and eventually eight-hour movements captured 

the imagination of workers long before vacations, retirement, or even 

an extended childhood. Moreover, the gradual change in the time strat- 

egy of workers may be linked less to embourpjeoisement than to the inter¬ 

action of different working-class communities. Perhaps the nineteenth- 
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century factory worker, as Bienefeld claims, had a particular interest in 

reducing the daily doses of labor due to the fatiguing regularity of 

mechanized work; by contrast, the artisan accustomed to a seasonal and 

irregular job flow preferred to hang on to Saint Monday and holidays. 

Significantly, both ideals were beginning to merge by the end of the 

century.30 

In addition, for workers liberating time from labor went beyond the 

question ol rational recreation and family stability. Free time meant lib¬ 

erty, not only from the constraints and alienation of an industrial work 

environment, but from authoritarian relationships. For example, the 

shopworker or office worker sought to limit the employer’s access to his 

and her time; in seeking to end the “living-in” system, these workers 

attempted to create a clear separation between the masters’ time and 

their own. The intermingling of work and life for many dependent 

workers—in shops, farms, or domestic service—was not an ideal to be 

defended but a curse to be overcome.31 

In many subtle ways workers recognized in “free time” a concrete 

expression of personal liberty and the opportunity of leisure. It was a 

right of citizenship. In the 1830s long factory hours in Britain were fre¬ 

quently and often unfavorably compared with New World slavery. The 

American short-hours movement in the 1860s borrowed freely from 

the discourse of the abolitionists. And the American slogan “eight 

hours for what we will” perfectly expressed the quest for autonomous 

time, without any attempt to justify the social or economic utility of 

leisure. Increasingly in the nineteenth century, popular short-hours ad¬ 

vocates argued for a “normal workday,” based not on the calculus of 

productivity, fatigue, or social stability, but simply on the right to 

equality of leisure.32 

Finally workers accepted segmented time not merely as a necessary 

adaptation to the separation of home and work but as a positive quest 

for family life. Although this claim is hard to prove, it seems that the 

ideal became not merely shorter workdays but synchronized blocks of 

domestic time. Workers repeatedly resisted multiple-shift work, sex- 

and age-based variations in working hours, and even staggered vaca¬ 

tions in this quest for family time. With the increase in income, not only 

did time become more precious but leisure became more than periods 

of physical restoration or consumption. Free time became social time. 

People began to demand that working hours accommodate social as 

well as economic needs. Workers who sought overtime rates were not 

merely trying to turn time into money. They sought to give some mea- 
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sure of value to their deprivation of social time—those hours of “com¬ 

mon enjoyment.”33 

These challenges to the time-as-money thesis suggest an alternative 

way ot understanding the question ot worktime during the early phases 

of industrialization. The dichotomy of preindustrial and industrial atti¬ 

tudes toward time is inadequate, and hour reform cannot be under¬ 

stood within the limited categories of “economism,” “adaptation,” and 

“convergence.” Time reform was a complex blend of motives and agen¬ 

cies that fits poorly into any theories of social control. Rather these 

movements were largely protracted struggles that fundamentally chal¬ 

lenged liberal political economy and culture. And they extended far be¬ 

yond the defeat of the revolutionary alternatives to capitalism and into 
the twentieth century. 

Modernization, Industrial Conflict, and 
Reform, 1880-1940 

A second impediment to a wider view of time reform is 

the theory of the “modernization” of labor. To simplify, the argument, 

applied to worktime, runs as follows: during industrialization, workers 

learned to adapt to factory discipline, developed an instrumental atti¬ 

tude toward their jobs, and abandoned traditional leisure patterns. 

Wage earners relinquished their preindustrial preference to work only 

so long as necessary to maintain customary living standards. Instead, 

workers became willing to abandon leisure when the availability of con¬ 

sumer goods stimulated the desire to work longer to gain additional 

income. The laborer eventually became an “economic man” and the tra¬ 

ditional problem that improvement in productivity only led to decreased 

working hours was finally overcome. This laid the groundwork for in¬ 

dustrial modernization: the reduction of worktime could be stabilized 

at an optimal level oflabor efficiency while productivity could rise in¬ 

definitely; leisure could become not a threat to economic growth but a 

stimulant to consumer demand and thus create an incentive to steady 

work; and labor then could finally become a partner with capital, ac¬ 

cepting managerial control over work in exchange for growing levels of 
consumption and time to enjoy it.34 

Modernization theory is largely based on a particular reading of 

American industrial history, extended to western Europe. It is sancti- 
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ficd by the industrial relations school of Clark Kerr and John Dunlop, 

who in their primer. Industrialism and Industrial Man, assert that after a 

“century of experience . . . the choices for workers are seen to be more 

limited; how to accommodate, to participate in the industrial order, 

and to share in the gains.” Industrial rationalization, while limiting au¬ 

tonomy at work, allows freedom to consume in leisure time. This per¬ 

spective has often been embraced by students of the “affluent worker” 

as well as by many Marxist social scientists.35 

The upshot of this analysis is that with industrialization workers 

accepted a trade-off: abdication of control over the pace and use of 

worktime in exchange for expanded access to nonworktime and in¬ 

creased income. This trade-off may be associated with the emergence of 

“corporatism,” “consumer society,” or “Fordism.” James Burnham and 

Reinhard Bcndix, for example, claim that between 1890 and 1940 lead¬ 

ing employers in the Western world (or, at least, in the United States) 

abandoned an entrepreneurial code of behavior for a corporatist ap¬ 

proach to decision making. While this new manager sought to deprive 

labor of control over worktime in order to increase productivity, he pre¬ 

sumably also stressed cooperation with workers. The manager offered 

an exchange of more intense and less autonomous work for reduced 

hours and more pay. When workers abandoned the traditional attempt 

of artisans to control the work process, they adopted a corporatist solu¬ 

tion—a demand for leisure and income tied direedy to increased labor 

productivity.36 

Accordingly, over the long run, a consumer society emerged in 

which leisure time coincided rather than conflicted with the imperatives 

of market expansion. Stuart Ewig argues that in the precocious Amer¬ 

ica of the 1920s, “shorter hours and more pay” were accepted by em¬ 

ployers in order to “habituate a national population to the exigencies 

of mass production,” giving the masses time (and income) to develop 

the “civilizing” taste for consumer goods necessary for the survival of 

capitalism.37 

Of course, this view applies best to the American context, at least 

before the post-World War II period when “Fordism” spread to west¬ 

ern Europe. Still, both American and European critics of contemporary 

industrial culture ranging from Sebastian de Grazia to Jurgen Habermas 

have argued that time liberated from work was appropriated by con¬ 

sumption, with dcpoliticizing and culturally narrowing results. As a 

variation of this theme, Georges Friedmann and other students of 

the “degradation of work” in the early twentieth century see modern 
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leisure as primarily an escape from meaningless work. Workers be¬ 

came integrated into a culture manipulated by advertising and scientific 

management.38 

Like the time-as-money argument, modernization explains much 

about the contemporary world—the apparent decline of an autono¬ 

mous labor culture with the creation of new forms of bourgeois hegem¬ 

ony and the popular acceptance of a segmented world of work and 

leisure. 

Yet this analysis poses problems. First, there is little historical evi¬ 

dence of a “trade-off,” certainly before 1945 when real incomes began 

to rise sharply. Rather the impetus for the reduction of worktime pre¬ 

ceded mass consumption and very few European (or American) em¬ 

ployers conceded time as a means of expanding markets even in the era 

of Fordism in the 1920s. Moreover, the historic relationship between 

leisure and consumerism was far more tenuous than suggested in this 

analysis. Neither employers nor workers thought predominantly in 

terms of consumption when the eight-hour day was won in 1919. 

Nineteenth-century ideas survived long into the twentieth: even in the 

1920s, the argument was over the issue of whether additional free time 

promised rational recreation, the expansion of workers’ culture, or de¬ 

bauchery. A relative minority conceived of the leisure question in con¬ 

sumer terms. Control over the content of leisure concerned few in west¬ 

ern Europe. Throughout the interwar years, the issue remained what it 

had been in the nineteenth century—a conflict over the availability 

rather than the uses of leisure time. 

The reduction of worktime was far more problematic than moderni¬ 

zation theories suggest. It was not a simple corollary of industrial matu¬ 

ration but a product of prolonged and intense industrial and political 

conflict. Hours reform was neither a consequence of industrial rational¬ 

ization nor a capitulation to bourgeois hegemony. It was a capsulation 

of industrial conflict at a critical stage of modern liberal capitalism. 

Free Time and the Biases against It 

Clearly the reallocation of time away from work was not 

simply a fruit of improved productivity nor was it direedy related to 

increased income. Technological gains were much more likely to be ex¬ 

pressed as either increased profit (and investment) or consumption than 
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increased leisure: few workers were able to make the economists’ theo¬ 

retical choice of buying time as incomes rose. 

Economic historians sometimes argue that the demand for leisure 

was pent up as incomes increased, only to be released in spurts when 

wage rates were sufficient to support leisure activities. However, this 

assumes that workers were in a position to choose between time or 

money. Rather, although employers resisted granting concessions in 

both areas, generally they were far more hesitant to tolerate reductions 

in working hours. Shorter hours disrupted scheduling, raised unit 

costs, increased the expense of training labor, and limited the ability of 

business to respond quickly to orders without the expense of maintain¬ 

ing inventories or making capital improvements. Moreover, businesses 

could adjust to changing markets less easily with a diminution in hours 

than wage increases. If a firm maintained an official long day, it could 

still reduce worktime in slack periods; and during a rise in demand it 

could insist on the full workday without costly overtime. A shorter 

“normal day” was necessarily more expensive. In contrast, until after 

World War I, wages were easily raised or lowered with the market. 

Nineteenth-century employers feared that reduced hours would inten¬ 

sify competition, require compensatory innovations, and ultimately 

raise wage costs. Fewer hours seemed to place a ceiling on output, 

profit, and growth.39 

Not only were employers biased against worktime reductions but 

often workers’ interests frustrated the choice of time over income: when 

economic conditions were bad, workers had a collective interest in shar¬ 

ing (and thus reducing personal) hours, but they lacked organizational 

power to win this goal. This was in part because the individual had an 

incentive to work as much time as possible, especially if wages or rates 

had been cut. At the same time, when trade was brisk, and market con¬ 

ditions were ripe for reducing hours, many workers chose to recover 

wages lost in the last recession by laboring long hours. 

Moreover, opposition to shifting time from production had roots far 

deeper than wage costs. Although economic and political elites gradu¬ 

ally agreed that society required free time for mothers and children, this 

concession was rarely granted to men. When the nineteenth-century la¬ 

bor intelligentsia defined leisure as a right of citizenship, they chal¬ 

lenged classical liberal doctrines—the legal extraterritoriality of the 

workplace and the free labor contract. Even more deeply, this idea con¬ 

flicted with a long-lasting fear of male working-class sociability. Elites 

associated male leisure with disorder, imprudent consumption, and 
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ideological insubordination. Their refusal to guarantee men a minimum 

of leisure reflected a gender culture that neglected noneconomic male 

roles, especially in the family. 

Finally and probably most important, economic competition im¬ 

peded the reduction of working hours. Businesses, threatened by the 

cheap goods of others who continued a long workday, would not risk a 

reduction of hours. In the 1830s, this dissuaded individual factories 

from abandoning the thirteen- and fourteen-hour day despite obvious 

social disutility and questionable economic advantage. The same fear of 

competition was the principal obstacle to reducing worktime in the 

1890s: the increase in international competition prompted even the 

British (who earlier had led in shortening worktime) to hold fast to, at 

least, a nine-hour workday. The economic nationalism of the 1920s 

similarly threatened the eight-hour day. These were powerful biases 

against the redistribution of time even when productivity increases 
made it possible. 

Shorter hours often had a more radical economic impact than did 

wage increases; thus, reductions in worktime were far more discon¬ 

tinuous. Diminutions in working hours often coincided with peaks in 

the economic cycle—that is, when employment rates were high, when 

markets [were] soft,” and when the "‘institutional pressures” of orga¬ 

nized labor were the greatest. Success in shortening worktime among 

the strongest sectors of labor might, through the principle of “price 

leadership,” be spread to less organized sectors; this, for example, hap¬ 

pened in the early 1870s in Britain.40 

Nevertheless, the discontinuity in the diminution of the “normal 

workday” (from ten to eight hours, for example) did not fit any particu¬ 

lar economic configuration. Reductions in die periods 1847-1850, 

1869-1873,1906-1908, 1919-1920,1936-1938, and 1945-1947 

did not share common economic determinants (such as employment, or 

wage and price trends). For the most part, they were periods of demo¬ 

cratic mobilizations and popular challenges to political elites. They 

often took place on an international scale and followed long periods of 

debate over the question of worktime. In most cases, laws or multi¬ 

sector collective bargaining produced these changes. In other words, 

worktime reductions usually were political.41 

The roadblocks to the redistribution of time were not easily broken 

at the level of the firm; only slowly and sporadically were they pene¬ 

trated by the state; ultimately they were unstopped by the simultaneous 
action of several competing countries. 

Only by the end of the nineteenth century were the classical liberal 
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prejudices against the public policing of time effectively challenged. 

Economic theory played an important role in undermining liberal doc¬ 

trine. Theorists and production-minded employers increasingly recog¬ 

nized that only efficient time was money, whereas merely long working 

hours were cosdy. The progressive belief that social stability required 

time free from work gradually extended from women and children to 

men. By the 1890s, fears that fatigue would produce a race of morally 

truncated and unproductive workers initiated a more positive theory of 

leisure, even for men. These ideas gained scientific legitimacy through 

the efficiency movement in the generation before World War I. Elites 

began to rethink their attitude toward working-class leisure: an ex¬ 

panded family life might well create a more stable and even a more con¬ 

servative labor force. 

Yet the change was not merely a reflection of a “softened” bourgeois 

opinion or an attempt to integrate labor into a conservative consumer 

economy. The trend toward shorter hours was also a product of new 

workers’ attitudes, especially a preference for family time over the soli¬ 

darities of the work group. Implicit in the demand for the eight-hour 

day was a complex of values about social time that sometimes paralleled 

the views of reformers and, as often, took different tracks. 

These two forces came together often in the political arena—both to 

overcome employer and conservative resistance to hour diminutions and 

to reduce the stumbling block of competition. As the market widened 

and international competition limited the freedom of the nation state to 

regulate the conditions of its own work force, labor and elite reformers 

favored economic disarmament through a simultaneous reduction of 

worktime across frontiers. Yet, despite the dreams of the First and 

Second Socialist Internationals and the plans of liberal advocates of 

transnational labor legislation, the sharpest decreases in worktime oc¬ 

curred only in periods of international political discontinuity. The two 

best examples of this phenomenon were the periods 1847—1850 and 

1919-1920 when the social order was challenged on an international 

scale. 

An International Approach: British and 

French Worktime 

However valuable national labor and policy histories 

may be for identifying trends in industrial relations and politics, they 
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neglect the broader arena that contenders also played in. Labor and re¬ 

form movements operated in an international framework long before 

they were effective at a national or often local level. More important, 

the world market had a deep impact on reform agendas. It is not just 

the contemporary worker whose labor standard is dependent upon the 

international economy. This was also true of the early Victorian textile 

worker, and it became increasingly more significant to other trades as 

the nineteenth century wore on. Most important, reductions of work¬ 

time came usually in periods of international discontinuity—especially 

the late 1840s and late 1910s—when the rules of the market were 

suspended. 

An international approach should also be complemented by a com¬ 

parative one. Despite the temptation to generalize from the experience 

of one area or trade, historians generally recognize that cultures took 

different paths toward the reduction of worktime. Recent investigations 

into the meanings of time by David Brody for early industrial America 

and by Thomas Smith for seventeenth-century Japan remind us of the 

futility of simplistic universal modernization models.42 However, com¬ 

parative historical studies are still extremely rare. 

This book will make a modest attempt to correct the one-sidedness 

of the national (or local) history by focusing on two states, Britain and 

France. In one sense this book will be a history of Western industrial 

approaches to worktime, which should provide interesting points of 

comparison with historians working on this theme for the United 

States and elsewhere. By studying two countries, I avoid the temptation 

to generalize from one nation state or to write exclusively for specialists. 

I chose these two countries because they experienced relatively early in¬ 

dustrialization and political liberalization. Yet, because these processes 

took quite different forms in Britain and France, these nations took di¬ 

vergent paths toward the reallocation of time. 

As oudined in the appendix, the key contrast was that throughout 

the century French working hours were considerably longer in most 

trades than were the British. A combination of factors—inefficiency, a 

more traditional work culture, and the survival of a seasonal pattern of 

production—all contributed to the relatively long workday in France 

and the slow pace of worktime reduction. An equally important factor 

may explain the difference in worktime—the relatively slow rate of lib¬ 

eral reform in France. Throughout the nineteenth century, the French 

state was consistently behind the British in regulating working hours. 

Whereas the British in 1847 instituted a ten-hour day in textile facto¬ 

ries, the French in 1848 settled for a twelve-hour maximum. The in- 
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spectoratc was also much slower to develop in France, which not only 

assured that less-efficient firms were protected from competition by 

their ability to extend worktime, but also encouraged all firms in a re¬ 

gion to adopt the hours of the factory with the longest workday.43 The 

relatively early and large-scale organization of British labor as compared 

with the late and rather ineffective consolidation of French unions 

played a major role. As a result, in the twentieth century collective bar¬ 

gaining dominated the process in Britain, whereas the state mediated 

the reduction ot hours in France. Gradually, however, the two nations 

converged even if they followed different paths to the liberation of time 

from work. 

Worktime and Reform 

The struggle over time has been as basic to industrializa¬ 

tion as the contest over space and social output. Yet the era when the 

greatest temporal shifts in Europe occurred was roughly in the century 

after 1840. Since that time, the industrial workyear has fallen from a 

high of 3,000 to 3,600 hours to the contemporary standard of 1,650 to 

2,000 hours.44 Moreover, during this century emerged the ideas of the 

eight-hour day, the weekend, the paid vacation, and regular retire¬ 

ment—all characteristically modern solutions to the conflict between 

time and money, leisure and work. 

The remainder of this book will attempt to offer a broad explanation 

of the origins of these “temporal institutions.” Because these doses of 

time appeared in national, indeed international, contexts, I have chosen 

not to produce a local study. Rather I have undertaken a comparative, 

parallel history of worktime in Britain and France and stress the essen¬ 

tially international character of the quest for time. 

A book that promises to cover such a wide range of issues must nec¬ 

essarily also seek limits. This will not be a history of leisure, even 

though the appearance of new leisure forms will be noted. It will not be 

an economic history of worktime, although I will consider the eco¬ 

nomic consequences of the reduction of labor time as it affected the 

movements for shorter hours. Finally, this book cannot do justice to the 

full range of issues that I have introduced here. I was obliged to focus 

on what, I will argue, was the most important phase in the reallocation 

of personal time—the struggle for the eight-hour day. Still, I will raise a 

number of related issues—the intellectual and political problem of 
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policing time in the nineteenth century, the movement for weekly rest 

and the Saturday half-holiday as a prelude to the weekend, and the ori¬ 

gins of the paid summer vacation. My objective throughout will be to 

shed light on the redistribution of time and the many factors that made 
these changes possible. 

Those who lament the apparent passing of a trained leisure class may 

be i ight that time liberated by the hour or day from work can never be 

true leisure.45 Yet we live in a world that has democratized labor—at 

least in the sense that almost all are expected to contribute to society. 

Thus, a central moral and political question remains. How do we allo¬ 

cate time between the dictates of economic obligation and the freedom 

of personal fulfillment?4 This has always been a political problem. 

Changes in the distribution of time have never been merely a function 

of technological and economic change. Rather temporal reallocations 

have been a product of conflict and debate, the fruits of ideology, per¬ 

suasion, and power. It was a century of contest that produced the 

norms of the eight-hour day, weekend, and annual vacation. 

Contemporary industrial society has solved the problem of the dis¬ 

tribution of time in terms of regular doses of leisure that break the flow 

of worktime. To be sure, the cadence of labor may have increased since 

the advent of the factory; and economic values have “polluted” leisure 

time. Still, a fundamental characteristic of twentieth-century society has 

been the quantity, and perhaps even the quality, of time away from 

work. This reflects not merely the necessity of rest from the stressful 

pace of modern work (which in many cases is a relatively happy sub¬ 

stitute for the exhaustion of physical labor); nor does it simply attest to 

the economic necessity of time to consume and to nurture future work¬ 

ers. Rather this redistribution of time toward leisure represents a con¬ 

crete reduction of authority and compulsion, a personal realization of 

liberty, and even a democratization of opportunity for personal choice. 

This may appear to some to be an overly optimistic view of modern 

industrial society. It may well underestimate the survival of the values of 

economic time and overestimate the leisure gains of labor. These points 

may be argued. Yet I insist that social reforms like the eight-hour day 

have made a positive difference. Indeed, this book is largely based on 

this supposition. In an age when reform has largely vanished from the 

political agenda, it is perhaps the duty of the historian to display the 
liberty of the past. 
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Policing Time: The Nineteenth- 
Century State and Working Hours 

One defining feature of the nineteenth-century liberal 

state was a basic reluctance to regulate the labor contract. Midcentury 

revolutionary pressures to guarantee work, assure minimum-wage stan¬ 

dards, or regulate hours of employment for adults were resisted in the 

name of freedom to work and the extraterritoriality of the workplace. 

Although commodity markets might be accorded public attention, the 

factory, like the domestic workroom, was viewed as private space, the 

realm of personal liberty. Yet from the beginnings of the century, these 

liberal dogmas met opposition. While social conservatives questioned 

free market ideas and broad interpretations of privacy, by midcentury 

bourgeois reformers also had begun to modify their faith in unre¬ 

strained liberalism. One area where consensus was reached early was in 

the regulation of working hours in industry. 

Numerous studies that concern this period of liberal reform largely 

focus on the British Factory Acts up to 1847.1 These works often ig¬ 

nore, however, the wider and longer record of liberal state intervention 

in worktime. Moreover, they generally stress the successes rather than 

reveal the ambiguities and failures of hours reform. Some scholars em¬ 

phasize the paternalistic roots of reform that attempts to use regulation 

to check the power of industry and reduce economic competition;2 

21 
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others stress the impetus of bourgeois welfare and economic ratio¬ 

nalization,3 or the attempt to foster social stability through reform4 or 

more subtly to create a modern division of labor and time through lim¬ 

iting the hours of women and children.5 Yet few of these works clarify 

the theoretical roots of the short-hours question in the history of politi¬ 

cal economy. Perhaps ultimately most important, these studies have 

often ignored the objectives of workers in the short-hours debate and 

underestimated the degree to which time reform was a compensation, 

granted in the midst of broad popular pressures. 

Our task in this chapter is not to provide a detailed, much less defini¬ 

tive, exposition of the question of nineteenth-century regulation of 

worktime in Britain and France. Others have thoroughly mined sources 

and are presently reinterpreting the Factory Acts.6 This chapter cer¬ 

tainly cannot provide a labor history of worktime prior to the 1880s. 

Rather the purpose here is to offer a broad context for the understand¬ 

ing of the relationship between the liberal state and the policing of time 

and thus provide a useful backdrop for an understanding of a second 

and more aggressive stage of hours reform that emerged in the 1880s. 

Worktime and Political Economy 

The roots of the problem between liberalism and work¬ 

time may be found in the history of political economy, especially in the 

understanding of the relationship between time and productivity. Adam 

Smith challenged the mercantilist doctrine that long hours of work and 

low wages were required for high rates of daily output. In the Wealth of 

Nations he recognized that shorter hours and higher wages could en¬ 

hance the incentive to produce and improve the physical capacity to 

work. Yet most of Smith’s successors either ignored the question of 

worktime or claimed a direct equivalency between hours and output. 

Even the obvious relationship between mechanization and increased 

productivity did not convince economic theorists that shorter work¬ 

time was an appropriate means of distributing the fruits of economic 

growth. This theoretical backsliding may reflect the class biases of clas¬ 

sical political economy. It certainly evaded the question of how the 

benefits of improved productivity should be divided between invest¬ 

ment, consumption, and free time. Even the marginalist school of 

William Stanley Jevons ignored the relationship between time and pro- 
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ductivity: Jevons explained the late nineteenth-century movement for 

shorter hours as the propensity of workers to seek free time when real 

income rose. The impetus toward shorter hours was then part of a con¬ 

sumer’s choice between goods and leisure. Significantly, this analysis 

entirely ignored the relationship between work intensification and 

the demand potential for decreased worktime. Instead, marginalists 

claimed that increased productivity was incompatible with reduced 

hours.8 

Marx, of course, was an exception. One of the themes of his chapter 

on “The Work Day” in Capital is the reciprocal linkage between work¬ 

time and the intensity and productivity of work. Mechanization and the 

division of labor created a more dense, more fatiguing workday, which 

in turn prompted the demand for shorter hours. Reduced worktime in 

turn only induced employers to replace the “extensive” workday with a 

more intensive one through mechanization. The reduction of worktime 

was the key to the struggle between employer and worker over the ex¬ 

traction of surplus value; yet it was also the driving force in economic 

development. These relationships at the point of production were ig¬ 

nored by most economists in the nineteenth century. Thus, like the 

question of wages, worktime was conveniently excluded from playing a 

positive role in the laudable goal of economic progress. The key to 

growth, so self-serving of capital, remained investment.9 

The failure, however, of economic theory went further. The un¬ 

willingness to investigate the question of worktime revealed also a re¬ 

fusal to “cost out” the price of social reproduction. Marx stressed that 

mechanization and competition uncorked customary and natural limits 

on the workday. Longer hours reduced the time available for bodily res¬ 

toration and family life. Insofar as the limits of daylight were sur¬ 

mounted by gas lamps and expensive machinery increased competitive 

pressures to extend the workday, social time was compressed into in¬ 

creasingly inadequate length. Marx argued that a shorter workday then 

was the sine qua non for the reproduction of the work force. This rep¬ 

lication, of course, was a basic need of capital, but one that the market 

system had no means of providing. Indeed, competition directly frus¬ 

trated the long-term interests of capital by encouraging the deteriora¬ 

tion of human resources. The solution, noted Marx, was a legal limit on 

social exploitation, a goal that benefited capital as a class but frustrated 

individual capitalists. 

Marx’s analysis was not developed in isolation. He closely followed 

the investigations and conclusions of Robert Horner, chief factory in- 
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spcctor during the debates and aftermath of the 1847 Ten Hour Act in 

Britain. Moreover, his linking worktime both to productivity and to so¬ 

cial reproduction were common themes in the debates over the Factory 

Acts and subsequent movements for shorter hours. 

Yet there were important ideological membranes that impeded the 

permeation of these ideas into liberal thinking. First, the cost of replac¬ 

ing extensive with intensive work methods—especially in the context of 

short-run competitiveness and profitability—limited the receptivity to 

a short-time political economy. When Liberal governments policed 

worktime, they did so primarily to prevent enterprises from gaining an 

unfair advantage over the competition by operating their works longer 

than the norm. Some capitalists favored hours regulations in order to 

reduce the possibility of undercapitalized or inefficient firms from com¬ 

peting by utilizing long hours. Hours reform was also an indirect form 

ot reducing production and thus diminishing price-cutting pressures. 

These motives, rather than the desire to encourage economic efficien¬ 

cies, made laws setting maximum hours acceptable to midcentury Lib¬ 

eral parliaments. 

Second, while ten-hour proponents linked short hours to improved 

labor efficiency,10 the main argument was not couched in the language 

of political economy but in that of social reform. Moreover, this liberal 

social economy of time was gender and age biased. The necessity of so¬ 

cial time for children and, later, for women may have been widely rec¬ 

ognized by mideentury. But male leisure or even family time seldom 

was identified as a public concern. This attitude may be simply ex¬ 

plained as a product of liberal “free-agent” doctrine, yet it also reflected 

a phobia of male working-class leisure, as well as opposition to the “re¬ 

publican implications of working-class males with time for politics. 

Perhaps even more important, this view represented an unwillingness 

to recognize male roles in the family. The restriction of maximum-hours 

laws to “minors’' was a clear expression of an age- and gender-based 

division of labor. It presumed a public interest only in the training and 

cultural formation of youth, the primacy of female responsibility in the 

work of reproduction, and male status as the primary breadwinner— 

without the corresponding right of participation in public affairs. Neil 

Smelser may be correct in proposing that worktime laws advanced the 

increasing specialization and temporal segmentation of social functions, 

and that this process may be associated with “modernization.” Yet these 

laws also reflected deeply ideological biases, consistent with liberal po¬ 

litical and family doctrine. Moreover, far from signifying an inevitable 
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modernization ot time and thus a narrowing of cultural options, these 

biases were challenged by workers and some reformers. 

Sharp discontinuities in nineteenth-century hours reform were in¬ 

evitable. The factory movement culminated in the systemic crisis of 

midcentury in both France and Britain. Nevertheless, the scope of the 

first short-hours movement was limited: like the revolution of 1848, it 

was a midcourse correction in competitive capitalism, hardly the expres¬ 

sion ot the “political economy ot the working class” as Marx had hoped. 

Efforts to extend the policing of time in the second half of the century 

were as halting as were electoral and other reforms. 

Boundaries of the British Short-Hours 
Movement, 1816-1850 

Britain was the pioneer in the modern policing of time. 

British legislation in 1819 demanded a twelve-hour daily maximum for 

children in cotton textile factories; in 1833, children’s hours were re¬ 

duced to eight (with provisions for education); and, in 1847, the work¬ 

ing hours of women as well as children were restricted to ten. These 

laws at first only applied to textile factories. Yet they would gradually be 

extended to a variety of trades; and, although they excluded men, the 

close relationship between male and female (and child) labor often led 

to the same reduced hours for men. At a slower pace, the French imi¬ 

tated the British. The British act of 1833 was copied in 1841 and modi¬ 

fied in 1848, reducing worktime in mechanized plants to twelve hours. 

However, the French would achieve the British legal standard of a ten- 

hour day for factory women and children only in 1900. French law was 

more than a shadow of British legislation; it reflected a different con¬ 

stellation of social and political discourses. Still, the British example 

warrants the more extensive treatment. 

Despite the onslaught of laissez-faire ideology in Britain in the late 

eighteenth century, many had misgivings about the propriety of an un¬ 

regulated labor market. Traditional municipal regulation of apprentices 

was gradually extended to worktime. From the 1780s, Manchester offi¬ 

cials on the advice of physicians advocated a ten-hour day, longer mid¬ 

day breaks, and improved education for poor youths apprenticed under 

the Poor Law. These concerns became law in an 1802 law that re¬ 

stricted hours of parish apprentices to twelve per day.11 



26 A Quest for Time 

However, by 1815 the urbanization of the textile industry had re¬ 

duced the problem of apprentices who had formerly been sent to a dis¬ 

tant rural factory by parents. In its place rose the issue of the child la¬ 

borer who often worked with the parent. Although factory work of ten 

and a half to fourteen and a half hours per day was often no longer than 

labor in cottage industry or agriculture, it was more visible. Factory 

work also was confined in a closed environment and, unlike farm or 

handicraft labor, was not relieved by informal rest breaks. Moreover, 

reformers increasingly believed that these hours of factory labor were 

not controlled by the parent but dominated by the logic of competition 

and machine production. The paternalism that had formerly applied to 

parish apprentices now seemed appropriate to children still under the 

nominal care of their parents. The cotton merchants, Robert Peel and 

Robert Owen, introduced legislation for eliminating factory work for 

children under ten years of age and a ten-hour day for children up to 

sixteen years of age. Medical experts claimed that factory work threat¬ 

ened the physical development of children. Moreover, John Doherty’s 

Manchester Cotton Spinners Association agitated for a ten-hour bill. 

Employer opposition, however, led to a compromise law in 1819 that 

provided only a twelve-hour day for children nine to sixteen years old 

and was restricted to cotton textile workers. The absence of an indepen¬ 

dent inspectorate made the law a dead letter when employers spread out 

the twelve-hour schedules of children in split shifts and when parents 

lied about ages of their children.12 

The ten-hour movement was revived in 1831 in tandem with elec¬ 

toral and corn law reforms. It attracted an extraordinary political and 

social mix. Older histories stress the anti-industrialist ideology of Tory 

radicals like Richard Oastler, Lord Ashley, the Reverend G. S. Bull, and 

Michael Sadler. Some entered the movement via their opposition to 

black slavery. Oastler condemned the “Yorkshire slavery” of factory 

operatives who were compelled to work as long as the necessity of 

[their] needy parents may require or the cold-blooded avarice of your 

worse than barbarian masters may demand.”13 

Since Marx, observers have argued that Tories, taking vengeance on 

Liberal industi lalists lor the revocation of the Corn Laws, were respon¬ 

sible for the Ten Hour Act in 1847.14 Yet recent scholarship has stressed 

that many manufacturers accepted hours laws as a way of forcing their 

own liberal hours practices (grounded in economic efficiency as much 

as humanitarianism) on their less enlightened competitors. These same 

authors, however, emphasize that the issue of worktime was not a crea¬ 

ture of party politics or the conflict between agrarianism and liberal in- 
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dustrialism.15 The short-hours movement was a complex melange of 

overlapping and partially conflicting discourses.16 

Until recently, the popular radical voice in the factory movement has 

been too otten seen as a moudipiece of liberal or conservative manipu¬ 

lators who silenced working-class dissent with well-timed reform in 

1847. This stress on elites not only obscures the political objectives of 

popular short-hours movements but misinterprets the different social 

objectives ot popular and elite advocates of reduced factory hours. As 

E. P. Thompson noted, “the Factory Movement represented less a 

growth ol middle-class humanitarianism than an affirmation of human 

rights by the workers themselves.” During every period of legislative 

debate over working hours, from 1819 through 1847, workers’ short- 

time committees appeared. They were especially prevalent in spinning 

regions of Yorkshire and Lancashire.17 

The sociologist Neil Smelser provides a social context for an under¬ 

standing of the short-hours movements of the 1830s and 1840s. Smelser 

argues that the principal impetus for short hours was the attempt to 

restore the “technological basis of the existing family structure,” which 

had been destroyed in the movement of production from the domestic 

economy to the factory economy. Mule spinning broke up the working 

arrangement between father and child when the male spinner required 

more children helpers than he had in his family. The development of 

power looms eliminated the need for men and created a new group of 

female and child loom tenders hired directly by an employer. Such 

changes, argues Smelser, frustrated male roles as organizers of domestic 

production and, as Engels complained, “unsexe[d]” the man and took 

“from the women all womanliness.” Attempts to control hours, accord¬ 

ing to Smelser, were but one means of delaying the process of sex and 

age differentiation in capitalist production. Like the strikes against ma¬ 

chines that preceded the hours movement and attempts to exclude 

women from spinners’ unions and to restrict spinning jobs to male rela¬ 

tives, the short-time movement was an effort to preserve the patriarchy 

of the domestic economy in the factory context. By reducing adult 

hours (under the cover of restrictions on the labor time of children), 

skilled work would be spread among male heads of households and the 

demand for children unrelated to male adults would decrease.18 

These concerns of workers were, of course, embraced by their elite 

patrons like Lord Ashley, who saw the factory as a threat to the domes¬ 

tic unit. Even Engels argued that “when women work in factories, the 

most important result is the dissolution of family ties.”19 

Yet the eight-hour law in 1833 affected only children from nine to 
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thirteen years of age but not the hours of machines or of parents. There¬ 

after, factory owners were able to double the number of child laborers 

while obliging adults to work against two shifts of child helpers for 

fourteen or more hours. Smelser argues that this law only exacerbated 

the problem of the family economy. Thus, textile workers were willing 

to extend the hours of children to ten per day in order to reduce the 

number of unrelated child workers and to coordinate the schedules of 

parent and offspring. Concern that children would be left unsupervised 

to wander the streets was a basic element in arguments by spinners that 

working hours should be synchronized. The 1833 law also gave rise to 

the brief demand of the National Regeneration Society for an eight- 
hour day for all workers.20 

Smelser dismisses this eight-hour movement as a “disturbance” that 

would be handled or channeled later by middle-class reformers and 

more sober workers into ten-hour legislation that was consistent with 

economic reality. By the 1840s, workers had abandoned their efforts to 

l estrain the functional differentiation inherent in factory production 

and had conceded age and gender specialization: they traded the father- 

child work unit for laws regulating and even freeing early childhood 

from factory work and embraced the bourgeois doctrine of separate 

spheres. Thus, through Factory Acts, the education of the young could 

be assumed by the state; women could increasingly concentrate on do¬ 

mestic and childrearing functions, and men, on breadwinning. The Fac¬ 

tory Acts also helped employers adapt production to the efficiencies of 
“an evolving capitalist economy.”21 

Smelser s effort to focus on the social and especially family dimen¬ 

sions of the short-hours question is most useful. Yet he obscures several 

important differences between middle-class and popular social and eco¬ 

nomic objectives. To be sure, workers sought to use the shortening of 

worktime to put a brake on the evolution of competitive industrial capi¬ 

talism; but the objective was not simply to rein in the inevitable trend 

toward social differentiation. Rather the idea was to demand a distri¬ 

bution of the benefits of technology. This implied several distinct chal¬ 
lenges to Victorian political economy. 

In 1842, the Yorkshire Short Hours Committee noted that the self- 

acting mule greatly enhanced the productivity of the spinner. Under 

unlimited working hours this naturally led to unemployment. The 

problem then was a “superabundance of the means for producing 

wealth.” The partial solution was to restrict the growth of foreign mar¬ 

kets (which would only lead to farther speculative industrialization) 



29 The State and Working Hours 

and to encourage “home colonization.” A corollary was to reduce work¬ 

time, which would “increase the value of labour in the exact proportion 

ot its diminished quantity.” Wages would increase, gradually “gct| ting] 

at the innumerable and immense masses of wealth . . . and impercep¬ 

tibly scatter them again among the community.” The objective was 

both to end “gluts and panics” caused by overproduction and to re¬ 

distribute wealth by reducing the power of capital to expropriate value 

that the overworked wage earner created.22 This view, of course, was 

shared by the advocates of machine taxation and “spade socialism”— 

“disturbances” in Smelser’s view or a misdirection of economic theory 

in Neil Thompson’s.23 

Yet the ten-hour day was not only to redistribute income but to re¬ 

allocate time. More important, this did not necessarily imply a rejection 

ol mechanization. Popular proponents recognized that shorter hours 

would both produce efficiencies in the use of labor time as well as shift 

“wasted” hours of work to the free use of individual laborers. “Let us 

have shorter time and invention will soon stimulate a sufficient supply 

for our wants. The toils of the poor will be diminished and relaxation, 

health, and contentment will predominate,” said William Kenworthy in 

1842. The reformer John Fielden, generally a good spokesman of the 

spinners, argued in 1833 that, because of mechanization, eight hours 

was the equivalent of twelve hours of work twenty years earlier. “Eight 

hours of confinement and labour in factories per day are enough for 

either adult or child of 13.”24 This was hardly a rejection of mechaniza¬ 

tion but an insistence that the fruits of mechanization be shared by all 

workers in the form of free time. As important, this argument was 

made entirely apart from the question of sex or age. The ambiguity over 

mechanization would remain, however, and reappear in each of the 

short-hours movements (see chapter 3). 

Nostalgia for the “traditional” family work unit may have been cen¬ 

tral to the short-hours movement in the 1830s. Yet what spinners were 

trying to “preserve” was family time apart from factory work. The 

problem was not merely the introduction of other people’s children to 

the workplace but the lack of time with one’s own children. This is the 

point where the 1833 law was most onerous because it reduced the 

number of those hours and made problematic the supervision of chil¬ 

dren “excluded” from the factory for all but eight hours while the par¬ 

ent’s working hours may well have increased. One solution was to in¬ 

crease parent-child contact within the factory. An even better solution 

to factory hands was to increase it outside of work. This was clear in 
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that the immediate response of the spinners to the 1833 law was a de¬ 

mand for an eight-hour day for all. 

To be sure, workers embraced the ideology of gender time. Fielden 

argued, for example, that an eight-hour day provided “sufficient time . . . 

for education, recreation and sleep” for all; moreover, he had specific 

objectives for each sex. Free time would allow men “to produce the best 

of every article in the shortest time, at those branches of industry, they 

are, or may wish to be, engaged.” In the rhetoric of the artisan, free 

time was to affirm the skills of the male producer. By contrast, Fielden 

argued that shorter worktime would allow women “to wash, bake, 

make and mend clothes and stockings and all other domestic duties ap¬ 

pertaining to cottage economy in which knowledge a large majority of 

females in the manufacturing districts are now so lamentably defi¬ 

cient.”25 John Doherty, a short-hours activist, denounced the increased 

role of women in industry. He insisted on shorter hours for men in 

order that women and children might be protected by their husbands 

and fathers.26 The Yorkshire Ten Hours Committee in the 1840s de¬ 

manded the gradual withdrawal of women from factories; and others 

insisted that women with nonworking children should be fired. Clearly 

these male-dominated workers’ movements thoroughly embraced the 

ideal of the women’s domestic sphere. At the same time, they used this 

ideology against the hypocrisy of employers who insisted that women 

workers be obliged to work twelve-hour workdays outside the home. It 

was not only conservatives like Ashley who lamented the “savagery” of 

wage-earning women but working people who shared these views that 

long working hours deprived wage-earning families of proper diets, 

adequate child care, and domestic comfort.27 

Yet these movements went beyond bourgeois gender ideology. 

Fielden argued for free time to teach both sexes to be sober, avoid debt, 

and to be “good fathers and mothers, good husbands and wives.” The 

idea was not merely to drive women from the factory and into the 

kitchen, but to restore, or more accurately, to create time for the family 

as a moral or social complex. The Ten Hour Act in 1847 may have been 

sold under the cover ot rescuing women for domesticity; however, it 

was supported by male spinners as a means of increasing their own lei¬ 

sure (as Fielden admitted). For many it was probably also a means of 

realizing family time apart from work where, even in the cottage indus¬ 

try of nostalgia, opportunities for being “good fathers and mothers” 
were few.28 

This suggests some subtle distinctions between the social views of 
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reformers and those ot wage earners toward worktime. Reformers were 

often more concerned with the apparent inadequacy of working-class 

childrearing than they were with enhancing the proletarian family. 

A growing “children’s concern”29 surely was reflected in the witnesses 

before the Sadler committee of 1832. They focused on the need to 

free children from “over-exertion and long confinement” in the fac¬ 

tory for the “improvement of their minds, the preservation of their 

morals and the maintenance of their health.” Medical advisers like Dr. 

C. T. Thackrah ot Leeds stressed that with long factory hours “human 

beings . . . decay before they arrive at the term of maturity.” Rough 

discipline and moral environments that reminded observers of “broth¬ 

els” were other arguments for restricting children’s hours. Moreover, 

the reduction of hours in 1833 was intended to be linked with the in¬ 

troduction of two hours of formal education at the factory.30 

What is striking about the 1833 law is both its paternalism toward 

working-class children and its disregard for the proletarian family. It re¬ 

flected a presumption that parents had lost their rights to regulate the 

time of their children and that the state had become the tutelary parent. 

This attitude had provided the rationale for parish apprenticeship laws 

and was almost without reflection adapted after 1815 to laws that pro¬ 

tected children under the formal care of parents. Reformers doubted 

that workers were capable of raising their own offspring. It was then in 

the interest of society as well as the children that the state assume partial 

responsibility for their socialization. Children’s time in service to the 

family economy should be limited—even if, as many pointed out, par¬ 

ents objected.31 

Low income and large families prevented workers from withdrawing 

their children from the labor force. These parents believed that child 

labor was a necessary form of discipline and training. Thus, in 1833 

parents opposed the eight-hour law for children because adults were 

unable to supervise their offspring outside of work; some even tried to 

get their teenage children jobs in unregulated trades like collieries. Su¬ 

perficially at least, laborers and their employers sometimes shared an in¬ 

terest in child labor. 

Yet again the response of operatives was ambiguous. Their frustra¬ 

tion with the 1833 law was not merely that it limited the number of 

hours that their children could contribute to the family wage economy. 

Some workers went further to assert their rights as parents to retain 

control over their children—not just in the factory but in time away 

from the control of employer or schoolmaster. In demanding a uniform 
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workday, they were seeking the right to participate in childrearing; in¬ 

directly they challenged the paternalism of middle-class child welfare 

advocates.32 

Worktime was not only the site of family ideology; for both middle- 

class and popular advocates, it also had broader political meanings. Yet 

again differences can be seen. In the context of liberal rationalism, a 

shorter factory workday was both a principle of natural equity and a 

biological necessity. Sadler in 1832 argued that a workday of ten hours 

or less prevailed in almost all occupations (even in agriculture as a yearly 

mean); night work was prohibited in the Bible and even prisoners and 

slaves (according to British code) were worked only ten hours, exclusive 

of meals. “This natural regulation prevails everywhere, and has been ob¬ 
served in all ages.”33 

To violate the natural law of a ten-hour maximum was also to court 

biological disaster. Reformers made debaters’ points when they identi¬ 

fied lower life expectancies in manufacturing districts as compared with 

rates in rural parishes. They found that work in factories had intensified, 

compounding the problem of “unnatural” hours of work.34 This think¬ 

ing, although founded on new statistical science and biological prin¬ 

ciples, was still unsubstantiated by modern physiology and often re¬ 

mained couched in moralistic terms.35 These ideas were developed in 

the late nineteenth century in work and fatigue science, which played an 

important role in the later short-hours movement (see chapter 5). 

More important here, these arguments for equality in worktime 

were rooted as much in the idea of natural equity (or at least the tradi¬ 

tions of free-born Englishmen”) as they were in the welfare language 

of fatigue science. Not only were the short-hours reformers linked to 

the egalitarian impetus of the antislavery movements but at least some 

were associated with electoral reform. 

However, middle-class reformers were inconsistent in applying these 

notions of natural time limits to men or even women. The political 

meaning of short hours was severely restricted in that it was denied as a 

right of citizenship. Instead, the biological costs of overwork were ap¬ 

plied primarily to children. Ashley observed “the gentleman will not 

ride his hunter before he is full grown.” Yet the factory owner exploits 

the child worker. The twelve-hour day, he noted in 1844, began for the 

girl at age thirteen, “the tenderest period of female life.” For the sake of 

the race, this practice must be abandoned. Leonard Horner, the influen¬ 

tial factory inspector, held in 1837 that the eight-hour day for nine- to 
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twelve-year-olds was appropriate. However, restriction on the hours of 

those over twelve—uabove the age of childhood”—was a violation of 

workers’ rights as “tree agents.” The radical political dimensions of the 

biological argument were thus channeled into the terms acceptable 

both to liberal tree-agency theory and educational paternalism.36 

Elite reformers ot whatever political stripe obviously remained within 

the constraints of liberal ideology. Their reluctance to go beyond the 

scope ot such protective legislation was rooted in their unwillingness to 

enter the realm ot work and economics in explaining the social crisis of 

industrial labor.37 For example, the Statistical Society of London in the 

1830s was keenly aware of deteriorating social conditions in the factory 

districts but it stressed the social rather than work environment as the 

source ot the problem. Inadequate housing, illiteracy, absence of reli¬ 

gious influences, and intemperance caused poverty, not low pay, job 

competition, and long hours. This meant that free time, far from afford¬ 

ing adult male workers with the opportunity for social betterment, 

actually undermined social discipline and the management of scarce 

household resources. Free time meant debauchery, at least until the so¬ 

cial environment of male workers could be moralized.38 

Of course, laissez-faire opponents systematically refuted the claim 

that unusually long hours of unstinted and confined labor was a physi¬ 

cal hazard to workers. Alexander Ure in a famous passage in his Philoso¬ 

phy of Manufactures in 1835 asserted that children took “pleasure in the 

light play of their muscles” in their work as piecers in textile factories. 

And Nassau Senior noted the “extraordinary lightness of the labour, if 

labour it can be called,” which made long hours perfectly acceptable.39 

Yet between 1831 and 1850, political economists gradually yielded on 

the question of regulating child labor; they abandoned the argument 

that such restrictions violated parental rights, impoverished working 

families, and threatened to leave children alone in “tireless homes in ig¬ 

norance.” By 1837, even Senior agreed that children needed the sub¬ 

stitutionary parental protection of the state until they reached sixteen, 

the age at which parental obligations ended.40 Thus a consensus emerged 

and the discourse of free agency merged with that of paternalism. 

Yet, despite the arguments of those seeking to create working-class 

domesticity and protect “motherhood,” laissez-faire liberals were more 

reluctant to grant worktime restrictions to women. Although women 

were largely treated as minors in the law, liberals saw this protection as 

a violation of women’s liberty. Behind this hypocrisy was the recogni- 
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tion that women’s labor was more important than that of children 

under thirteen. In 1837 Robert H. Greg argued that shorter hours 

would ruin the British textile trade. When cheap cotton in America and 

low wages on the continent were combined with newly imported ma¬ 

chinery, the British textile trade would lose its dominant position. Al¬ 

though Richard Torrens by 1844 had no ideological objection to a ten- 

hour law, he claimed that such a reduction was an attempt to do the 

impossible—to raise wages above the maximum determined by land 

and the productivity of work. Senior, in his famous “Letter on the Fac¬ 

tory Acts,” claimed that shorter hours would destroy all profit, the key 

to future prosperity, for profit was made in the last hour of work.41 The 

ideology of domesticity was subordinated to that of the “wage hind” 
and competition. 

Finally, early Victorians saw in the short-hours movement a political 
threat, a fear that drew even middle-class proponents of hours reform 

away from the egalitarian conclusions of their own naturalistic argu¬ 

ments. The political implications were clearly expressed by the radical 

John Doherty, who linked shorter hours to the rights of “free-born 

Englishmen” and rejected the liberal claim that worktime was outside 

public scrutiny: Is the personal liberty, or the actual imprisonment, of 

a very large portion of the king’s subjects, a mere matter of private busi¬ 

ness T Nonworking time was equated with personal freedom and a right 

to be protected by society.42 John Fielden wrote to William Cobbett in 

1833 that the recent hours legislation was inadequate and that the 
“unions amongst themselves [must] MAKE A SHORT TIME BILL 
FOR THEMSELVES.”43 

As Stewart Weaver has noted, the popular factory movement was 

largely indistinguishable from the democratic cause of Chartism. More¬ 

over, opponents viewed short time as a “republican notion of controll¬ 

ing the labour market. ’ George S. Bull, a Tory radical preacher noted 

for his support of the reduction of children’s hours, opposed Fielden’s 

movement for a universal eight-hour day as too “republican.” Weaver 

argues that shorter time was a variation upon a traditional demand for 

political citizenship a breach in the walls not of laissez-faire but of cor¬ 
ruption, tyranny, and oligarchy.”44 

In what ways was the short-hours movement political? First, a reduc¬ 

tion of worktime for men as well as children and women would redefine 

the market, improving not only the economic share of labor but shift¬ 

ing power between the classes at the point of production. It would also 
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eliminate the ability of employers to coerce workers into an unlimited 

surrender of their freedom (in time) for the means of subsistence. In¬ 

deed, many workers believed that if the iron law of wages prevented any 

permanent improvement in material standards, shorter hours could at 

least liberate another scarce resource—time. An hours law, like the re¬ 

peal of the Poor Act of 1834, was to be a means of removing “slavery in 

every form.”45 

Finally, worktime legislation was a key to fulfilling the formal politi¬ 

cal right, as yet not won, of manhood suffrage. It was not merely the 

need of bodily restoration or of limiting fatigue that was the purpose of 

the popular short-hours cause, but autonomous time for self-education 

and participation in public life. The same people who opposed manhood 

suffrage often opposed the liberation of time for men. Even Parson Bull 

shared this distrust of male free time. In an open letter to the National 

Regeneration Society he wrote, “There are many of you that would not 

give up one hour’s occupation, one hour’s comfort, or the price of one 

glass of ale, to save your own class from distress and ruin. . . . Now, 

therefore, do exercise a litde forbearance and keep your little political 

playthings still and quiet, when great practical questions are under dis¬ 

cussion.”46 Men with such views may have found palatable the “libera¬ 

tion” of children from work (if that would provide time away from im¬ 

morality and for the inculcation of middle-class values in schools); even 

free time for women was a virtue, for no one expected them to be di¬ 

verted from their many domestic tasks to muddle in politics. Not so for 

working-class men. Shorter worktime meant autonomy and this under¬ 

mined the political order. 

Both middle- and working-class views of short hours were cast in 

narrow terms. The relationship between worktime and productivity, ig¬ 

nored in liberal political economy, played only a minor role in radical 

and working-class theory. While popular proponents of shorter work¬ 

time had alternative economic interpretations, they were contradictory, 

divided as they would be for the remainder of the century, between what 

appeared to be backward- and forward-looking visions of a mechanized 

world. Instead, social and moral arguments dominated short-hours dis¬ 

course. This language fit the growing public focus on the child and 

the moral rhetoric of the separate spheres. This social economy of 

time offered a common ground for both middle-class reformers and 

working-class beneficiaries of regulation. Yet their objectives did not 

coincide: the paternalism of the reformers blinded them to the quest for 
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autonomy of working-class parents and the objective of autonomous 

time. Ultimately the political implications of the general right to short 

hours divided the movement. 

French Variations, 1828-1847 

The French experience largely paralleled the British. Still 

they followed their own path in the quest for time. In the reactionary 

era of Restoration France, there was little opportunity for popular ex¬ 

pressions of short-hours ideas and reform was even more narrowly cast 

than in Britain. In fact, the impetus for worktime reform came from 

progressive industrialists from eastern France. 

As early as 1827 the Mulhouse textile manufacturer, J. J. Bourcart 

argued that the fifteen-hour day in French mills was less productive 

than the twelve-hour day that prevailed in Britain; he claimed also that 

long hours for children were producing a generation of moral and 

physical degenerates. In 1835 Mulhouse manufacturers agreed to re¬ 

strict the working hours of children and in 1837 they petitioned the 

Parliament for legislation. This new attitude was perhaps partially the 

result of the success of the statistical economist Louis Villerme in con¬ 

vincing employers of the costly impact of long hours on the hiture work 

force. Like his British counterparts, Villerme stressed the physical dete¬ 

rioration of factory children as compared with that of rural youth. 

Moreover, at least a few industrialists realized that only government 

intervention would save factory children from the evils of overwork: 

voluntary reductions in working hours were frustrated by cutthroat 
competition.47 

The issue of child labor became a point of convergence, uniting 

otherwise disparate economic schools. French social Catholics shared 

with Tory radicals an antipathy to mechanization. Eugene Buret was 

apprehensive that the new factory system was destroying family enter¬ 

prise, leading to deep trade cycles, and disrupting class harmony. And 

the Baron de Morogues attacked the “yoke of industry for killing the 

joys, gaiety, and freedom” of children. Yet even “liberal” economists like 

Adolphe Blanqui agreed that “both their bodies and their souls arc 
ruined” by long hours.48 

What held both groups together was the conviction that working- 

class parents had ceded their rights over children by their “immoderate 
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thirst for money,” which led them to drag their little ones to the mill. 

Even those skeptical of hours laws were supporters of obligatory educa¬ 

tion. The 1833 law that obliged communes to establish primary schools 

led naturally to the plan in the late 1830s to abbreviate the working 

hours of children under twelve years of age. In 1838 an advanced thinker, 

Daniel Legrand, advocated maximum hours for working mothers so that 

they might carry out their “sacred duties as wife and mother and to 

rehabilitate the working class.” Yet the French elite was even less will¬ 

ing than the British to compromise economic advantage of a ready 

supply of female hands for the virtues of working-class domesticity.49 

French advocates of a sexual division of labor organized around gender- 

differentiated worktime were rarely heard until the 1860s. 

Even more unusual in France were appeals for the right of male lei¬ 

sure or even of family time. In part this may have been because French 

labor—the natural source of these ideals—was less organized and less 

visible than was its British counterpart during this period. To be sure, 

some skilled workers in 1840 struck for a ten-hour day in construction, 

tailoring, and metals in St. Denis; and in 1843 typographers peacefully 

won the ten-hour day in Paris. Yet these movements were quite rare in 

the authoritarian climate of France after the repression of Republican 

and labor movements in 1832 and 1833. In contrast to Britain, they 

were practically absent from the mechanized textile industry.50 

The failure to develop a fuller social economy of time in France had 

other roots. An important factor was the focus of elite reformers on the 

moral environment rather than the time poverty of French labor. Both 

“Christian economists” like Louis Reybaud and H. -A. Fregier and lib¬ 

erals like Blanqui shared a common discourse: access to alcohol, to¬ 

bacco, and other “temptations” of the urban environment not only 

produced debauchery but excessively raised household budgets. Low 

rates of productivity were caused by early morning drinking and the 

allure of “cheap amusements”—not the organization of worktime. 

These writers frequently condemned the moral environment of workers 

but usually had no solutions other than Christian “circles,” authoritar¬ 

ian housing projects, or advice that employers build factories in rural 

districts. Overwork of adults was seldom considered as a cause of al¬ 

leged moral degeneracy. On the contrary, it was the irregularity of 

work, “all the short work breaks,” that produced moral failing. Villermc 

noted that piece workers began and quit at will, worked hard for three 

to four days and then “deliver[ed] themselves to excess the rest of the 

week.” Blanqui found that the “sterile leisure of the working popula- 
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tions has only profited the bars and clubs resulting in their physical and 

moral intemperance.” They ignored the social impact of work intensity 

or fatigue and found incomprehensible the view that time was necessary 

for the cultivation of moral autonomy among workers.51 

Also a factor in forming the French social economy of time was the 

uncompromising commitment of the Orleanist Parliament to laissez- 

faire. Whereas British political economy in the 1830s was beginning to 

concede the utilitarian principle of state regulation of worktime, French 

liberals held fast to the doctrine of privacy: Gay Lussac of the Paris 

Chamber of Commerce in 1840 denounced all protective legislation be¬ 

cause the manufacturer “is sovereign in his own house.” This view pre¬ 

vailed in 1841 when the French Parliament excluded workshops em¬ 

ploying under twenty workers from regulation on the grounds that this 

would be an invasion of the “privacy of the home.”52 In the name of the 

“family economy,” the petty workshop was to be protected from re¬ 

strictive legislation. Although British hours laws were first applied only 

to textile factories, they were extended to small-scale industries from 

the 1860s. 

Even more than in Britain, when the French decided to police factory 

time they did so primarily to control economic competition. Reduced 

hours would diminish output and thus “reestablish an equilibrium 

between supply and demand,” as Blanqui noted. This, of course, had 

been a concern of the Mulhouse textile group as early as 1827. The ob¬ 

jective was not to “rationalize” French industry by forcing firms to in¬ 

crease efficiency or to drive out marginal units that could not compete 

without extensive working hours. Rather it was to protect industry col¬ 

lectively from “destructive competition.” This approach was typical of 

the well-known conservativism of nineteenth-century French textile 
entrepreneurs.53 

So central was this economic objective that it conflicted with the 

other major goal of regulation—to educate and facilitate the physical 

maturation of the future work force. By 1840 consensus had been 

reached in the Orleanist Parliament over the need to regulate child la¬ 

bor. Still, divisions remained as to how to implement this policy. The 

legislative debates revealed the new childrearing discourse that had 

taken form in Britain nearly a decade earlier: when the parent “traffics in 

his children . . . society has the right to say to him: this child no longer 

has a father. It is I who must protect him,” declared Flyacinthe Corne. 

In language reminiscent of Rousseau, Corne argued that children under 

eight not only lacked the physical capacity for factory work but re- 
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quired “pure air, gaiety, and tree movements11 for normal develop¬ 

ment/4 Minister ot Public Education Villcmain argued that a restric¬ 

tion ot worktime for eight- to twelve-year-old children to eight hours 

was essential for the success ot primary education. He revealed the nub 

ot the issue when he claimed that for “commercial interests” the ques¬ 

tion of children’s education was secondary to their goal of controlling 

competition and overproduction.55 

Sigismond-Jacques Dietrich, deputy from Lille and textile manufac¬ 

turer, represented these commercial interests. He advocated not an 

eight-hour day for children ages eight to twelve but a twelve-hour day 

for all factory workers over the age of ten (excluding from work anyone 

beneath that age.) His arguments were uncharacteristically “modern”: 

Dietrich claimed that reduced worktime meant efficiency. A twelve- 

hour system would create a more regular work schedule, end extremes 

of overtime and short time, and thus enable workers to turn “to the life 

of the family and the comforts of the home from the life of the cabaret.” 

The key to his proposal, however, was that ten- to twelve-year-olds 

were the “vast majority of children in the best factories” and that to im¬ 

pose an eight-hour day on this age group would disorganize produc¬ 

tion. A twelve-hour day for everyone from the age of ten (the age of 

entry into the workforce) would end wild trade swings because the 

pressure to operate thirteen or more hours to undercut market prices or 

gain a larger market share would vanish.56 

The minister of public education, of course, objected to this pro¬ 

posal for it would end education at the critical age of ten. Dietrich’s 

amendment was defeated; the 1841 law allowed children from the age 

of eight to work in mechanized workshops (employing at least twenty 

laborers) but restricted hours to eight until the age of twelve where¬ 

upon a twelve-hour day was admissible. Children were supposed to be 

in school half the day until reaching the age of twelve. Dietrich’s fears, 

however, were borne out. Manufacturers found it difficult to organize 

eight-hour relays for children when the adult workday was twelve to 

fourteen hours; moreover, there was a shortage of schools. Finally, be¬ 

cause there was no paid inspectorate (chambers of commerce were ex¬ 

pected to regulate themselves), the law was a dead letter.57 

In response, the royal government in 1847 proposed to extend the 

law to all industry and to adopt Dietrich’s proposal by imposing a 

twelve-hour day from the age of ten. However, Charles Dupin radically 

transformed this plan in the House of Peers. As a sop to small “family” 

shops, his proposal abandoned all regulation in workplaces containing 
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less than ten laborers; but he retained the short day for eight- to twelve- 

year-olds. In the interest of promoting domesticity, the proposal ex¬ 

tended to women a limit of a twelve-hour day. It also provided for 

a paid inspectorate. This proposal reflected a coalition of educational 

paternalists and small producers. The rationalizing interests of the 

Mulhouse capitalists (albeit also “Malthusian” in their desire to limit 

production) were defeated. Still the issue was unresolved when the 

Revolution of 1848 broke out.58 

The policing of worktime in the liberal states of Britain and France in 

the second quarter of the nineteenth century surely reveals the ambigui¬ 

ties of reforming interests. The failure of economists to deal directly 

with the relationship between worktime and productivity (an omission 

that favored dominant economic forces) assured that the question of 

worktime would be expressed primarily in social terms. Ambiguous so¬ 

cial models lack of consistent commitment to the ideal of domesticity, 

the separate spheres, or male moralization—meant that political con¬ 

sensus could only be reached around child-labor reform. Yet even the 

virtue of allowing time for the reproduction of the work force was 

not universally embraced. The dictates of production, still organized 

around the symbiosis of adult and child labor, conflicted with the goals 

of educational time. The confusion within elites in both countries as¬ 

sured that the midcentury resolution of the crisis of time would take 

place in the context of political upheaval. 

The Midcentury Crisis 

The late 1840s are well known for Chartism in Britain 

and the Republican revolution in France. Significantly, elites responded 

to these pressures by passing legislation that placed a ceiling on the 

competitive pressures to extend worktime.59 

As early as the fall of 1841 in Britain, the hours issue was revived. 

The West Riding Short Time Committee proposed to the home secre¬ 

tary a ten-hour day for women as well as children through sixteen years 

of age. They proclaimed their intention of seeing the “gradual with¬ 

drawal of all women from the factories,” maintaining that “home, its 

cares and its employments, is woman’s true sphere.” The Peel govern¬ 

ment responded over a year later with a bill that limited young child 

labor to a half-day (six and a half hours). This legislation was designed 

to correct the unworkable character of the eight-hour provisions of the 
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1833 law. Still, reformers did not relent, and by 1846 they again rallied 

around a ten-hour bill that was passed in 1847. Some Tories supported 

the bill to get revenge from Liberal industrialists for the repeal of the 

Corn Laws in 1846. Still 922 textile employers had signed petitions 

favoring the ten-hour day and political factions were divided over the 

bill.60 The threat of Chartism and the pressure of the short-hours move¬ 

ments in the textile districts surely played a decisive role in winning this 

concession in 1847. It was hardly granted as a palliative to pacify British 

labor or merely an early step in the creation of the welfare state. Rather 

even a revolutionary like Marx could claim that “the political economy 

of the middle class [had] succumbed to the political economy of the 

working class.”61 

The 1847 law was, however, flawed. It limited the hours of children 

and women to fifty-eight hours of work per week but allowed them to 

be employed anytime between 5:30 a.m. and 8:00 p.m. This led to the 

widespread use of relays as squads of women and children were released 

from work at various hours in the day; this scheme assured formal ad¬ 

herence to the law and allowed employers to operate factories for twelve 

or more hours per day; but it disrupted the lives of working families. 

Moreover, tensions ran high as employers challenged the law in court. 

Instead of class war, a compromise was reached in August 1850 that 

gave employers a ten-and-a-half hour weekday and a seven and a half 

hour Saturday (sixty hours) in exchange for the abolition of relays.62 

To be sure, this regulation was applied only to the minority of work¬ 

ers employed in the manufacture of cotton textiles. It excluded cottage 

trades where even longer hours prevailed and merely legalized the hours 

standards of the more efficient firms. Yet the ten-hour day was roughly 

two hours below the standard on the continent. Moreover, it confirmed 

not only the principle of government intervention but established a 

workable inspectorate. It had the effect of containing the pressures of 

competitive capital to extend worktime beyond the extreme acceptable 

for the reproduction of the labor force. It probably led to a more effi¬ 

cient work force as Marx and others had predicted. 

At the same time, the midcentury reform maintained the myth of 

protecting only minors. It probably contributed to the gradual elimina¬ 

tion of child labor; but it denied a maximum workday as a right of 

citizenship. Moreover, it was clearly a victory for the competent bour¬ 

geoisie, whose efficiency was rewarded by driving out the less produc¬ 

tive employer who was denied an unlimited use of manpower. Yet, the 

ten-hour day was also a positive gain for British labor.63 

The midcentury social crisis in France also coalesced around work- 
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time. The February revolution gave expression to popular feelings 

about hours that had been muffled in the repressive years of Louis 

Philippe. If the last item on the agenda of the Orleanist Parliament was 

the hours of work, the new provisional government on February 28, 

1848, immediately was obliged to promise public-works jobs for the 

unemployed of Paris and the convocation of a labor commission. Two 

days after the first meeting of that commission, the revolutionary gov¬ 

ernment issued a decree stating that because “manual labor that is too 

long not only ruins the health of the worker, but prevents him from 

cultivating his intelligence and thereby threatens the dignity of man,” 

the hours of work were to be lowered by one hour. The next day, after 

complaints from workers that daily hours in Paris varied from eleven to 

twelve hours, the commission decreed that Paris hours would be set at 

ten and provincial worktime at eleven.64 

The leftist deputy from Elbeuf, Michel Alcan, claimed that the 

March 2 decree was greeted with “an extreme joy, with a delirium in the 

manufacturing centers. It was a true deliverance.” The liberal economist 

Adolphe Blanqui agreed that worktime was the “most widespread” 

issue of 1848 and “has excited the highest degree of general emotion.” 

In August 1848, despite the climate of disillusionment with the revolu¬ 

tion, the leftist deputy M. Carbon could still argue in the Assembly that 

the state had the duty to eliminate “incessant work [which] only ener¬ 

vates man, makes him a candidate for drunkenness . . . [and] destroys 
the family.”65 

Yet what impact did this decree have upon the Second Republic? 

Adolphe Blanqui claimed that the decree was a mere formality; 42 per¬ 

cent of cotton textile workers in the important center of Lille were un¬ 

employed by July 1848 and 41 percent worked only six hours per day.66 

Still Albert Blanc of the Labor Commission insisted that the decree be 

enforced for both men and women, and another decree in April im¬ 

posed a fifty to one hundred franc fine on first violators. The historian 

William Reddy finds evidence of enforcement in the textile regions. 

Contemporaries noted that workers fought among themselves as the 

more needy demanded the old working hours when employers closed 

or laid off workers rather than accept the government’s decree.67 

This hardly suggests that the question of worktime was a nonissue. 

Indeed the March 2 decree was one of the reforms that the Assembly 

attacked after the repression of the June Days uprising in Paris, which 

effectively ended the Revolution of 1848. There was substantial sup¬ 

port in the Assembly in August for a simple revocation of the March 2 
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decree. By a vote ot 67 to 342 the Assembly opposed continuation of 

the decree. Deputy M. Duffct favored revocation in the name of the 

“right to work.” Leon Faucher felt that any hours law would lead to 

wage and price controls, restore Colbertisme, and drive workers from 

factories (which would be inspected) to domestic workshops (where no 

controls were possible); worktime control would hurt seasonal indus¬ 

tries and in general undermine the law of supply and demand. This mix 

ot laissez-faire dogma and appeals to special interests corresponds to 

Reddy’s recent analysis of the French textile employer.68 

However, this apparently reactionary assembly did not simply abro¬ 

gate the policing of worktime. Rather it adopted Dietrich’s proposal, 

offered first in 1840 and supported by the Orleanist government in 

1847—a twelve-hour limit for all workers in factories and mechanized 

workshops. Minister of Interior Senard piously defended the right of 

the state to protect even the adult worker from unhealthy conditions, 

claiming that society cannot tolerate conditions that “compromise the 

present and even future humanity.” Pascal Duprat proposed a twelve- 

hour standard as a balance between the need for business growth and 

the health of workers. More revealing, he noted that most manufac¬ 

turers agreed that this figure was reasonable. Moreover, Charles Dupin 

defended (as he had in the previous regime) the interests of small busi¬ 

ness by advocating and eventually winning wide exceptions to the 

twelve-hour rule and defeating Catholic proposals that workers be 

guaranteed Sunday rest.69 

Unlike the British, the French seemed willing to abandon liberal 

doctrine and to regulate adult worktime. This difference is less signifi¬ 

cant when we note that the British limitation of protection to women 

and children was a smokescreen for a universal reduction of worktime 

in protected trades. Another distinction was that the French law applied 

to all usmes and manufactures, not just textiles. Yet again, in characteris¬ 

tic French fashion, administrative decrees followed that radically nar¬ 

rowed the range of regulated industries—exempting in particular small 

“family” industries. As important, the French had no effective inspec¬ 

torate until the mid-1870s. Finally the French law tolerated two more 

hours of daily work than did the British, a clear indicator of the relative 

backwardness of both the French economy and its reforming drive.70 

Political upheaval was necessary in France, even more than in Brit¬ 

ain, to induce the state to police worktime. Yet in both cases the regula¬ 

tion produced not a sharp decline in worktime but rather the legal sanc¬ 

tioning of norms accepted by the majority of employers. In this sense 
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both laws represented a means of enabling industry to control competi¬ 

tion and eliminate marginal producers. They also reflected a growing if 

still feeble recognition of the social costs of endless work. This view was 

surely expressed in the political discontinuity of the late 1840s, which 

led to the temporary coalescence of reform and labor that produced the 

British Factory Act of 1847 and the French decree of March 2, 1848. 

The ensuing reaction led to the conservative revisions of August 1850 

and September 1848. Still, in neither country was there a return to the 

status quo ante. Yet the limits of the liberal social economy of time were 

revealed in the slow pace of reform after the crisis of midcentury. 

Elaborating Liberal Principles: 

Policing Time, 1850-1914 

The general contours of the midcentury Factory Acts 

prevailed in the following seventy-five years of liberal predominance in 

western European political life. Hesitancies gradually were overcome in 

the application of hours law; French legislation slowly caught up to 

British standards as the English ceased to take initiatives. The contradic¬ 

tion, however, between market and family discourse remained. This 

situation impeded not only the reduction of worktime but, especially in 

France, created laws that were unenforced and even unenforceable. 

The British side of the story can be told relatively briefly. Patrick 

Joyce and others have found that the Factory Acts were widely accepted 

in the cotton textile industry by 1859 when employers recognized the 

inevitable decline of child labor even though the numbers of female 

workers increased. The discontent of the 1830s and 1840s largely dis¬ 

appeared after 1850 when employer paternalism, worker deference, and 

interclass regional solidarity often supplanted earlier conflict.71 

From 1860 to 1878 the Ten Hour Act was gradually extended to 

most branches of manufacturing. Little change occurred until 1902 

when an amended Factory Act further restricted the hours of children 

(extending the half-shift system to thirteen- and fourteen-year-olds). 

None of these laws offered protection to men (although they almost 
always were applied to them).72 

This hardly suggests that worktime had become completely rational¬ 

ized. The old tactic of cheating on the clock (time cribbing) still was 

practiced in Oldham in 1913. And the Factory Law did not apply to the 
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sweaters in the East London tailoring trades. As late as 1913, the Not¬ 

tingham lace industry continued to require its employees to do after- 

hours work at home. Most significant, these legal restrictions did not 

apply to retail trade, transportation, or agricultural workers.73 

Factory Laws policed industrial competition on the outside margins 

ot socially acceptable working hours. When reformers attempted to ap¬ 

ply the nine-hour standard that had been won by organized engineers 

and builders in the early 1870s to “protected workers,” Parliament re¬ 

fused to cooperate. In general. Factory Acts were extended to new in¬ 

dustries only after a majority of firms had already reduced hours to the 

sixty-hour standard or even less. To be sure, hours legislation guarded 

women and children from night work, insured regular meal breaks, and 

limited the hours of unrelieved labor (to four and a half hours by the 

1870s). In these ways they fulfilled the liberal mission of protecting 

the “family.” Yet the upshot of legislation was primarily to discipline the 

minority of firms who sought a competitive advantage by extending 

worktime beyond industrial norms. Finally, as the century wore on, 

British legislation grew increasingly cautious. By 1914, British hours 

law was scarcely more generous than in France. 

Slow Liberalization in France, 1850-1913 

Louis Bonaparte’s Second Empire not only demobilized 

French labor but signaled the further advance of laissez-faire. Not only 

was the labor inspectorate inadequate,74 but a leading opponent of adult 

hours regulation, Leon Faucher, became minister of commerce in May 

1851. Within a month he had “freed” a number of industries from the 

twelve-hour rule and exempted all “simple workshops” including any 

with less than ten workers. This change excluded all but about nine 

thousand workplaces in France. To the textile industry Faucher granted 

overtime for cleaning machines and seasonal rushes, moves that made 

the law a farce. Employers in sugar refining, chemicals, and flour mills 

(who claimed the need for seasonal overtime) were exempted. Because 

the September 1848 law provided for no control over relays, mills often 

used these split shifts to keep machines operating fourteen or more hours 

per day. And, of course, nonmechanized work sites (like construction) 

had no regulations.75 Ironically a survey of chambers of commerce in 

1850 revealed that most members in industrialized departments sup- 
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ported the twelve-hour law of 1848 as a means of controlling over¬ 

production. Still, the Second Empire was an era of dogmatic laissez- 

faire and of special interests.76 

Only during the tentative early years of the Third Republic was the 

question of worktime reform again reconsidered. It reappeared in the 

political vacuum created by the repression that followed the Paris Com¬ 

mune of 1871. Eugene Tallon, for example, took up the question of 

reform where it left off in the last years of the Orleanist regime. He was 

skeptical that the working classes were ready for social betterment. Be¬ 

fore employers should increase wages above subsistence levels, Tallon 

argued, they must also “raise the worker’s intelligence, morality, de¬ 

velop his attachment to his family and teach him the love of saving.” 

His remedy was classic bourgeois familialism: encourage male working- 

class stability in marriage and family life, and support the gradual with¬ 

drawal ol the wife to the home to create a well-managed and economi¬ 

cal household and to foster an atmosphere of “peace, good harmony, 

and prosperity in the family.”77 Jules Simon promoted a similar familial 

image: nostalgia for family cottage work, and the superiority of south¬ 

ern and rural work to the antiutopia of Lille and Roubaix factory 

towns. The presence of women in the factory not only threatened male 

economic predominance and undermined a moral bond between the 

husband and wife but resulted in the “semisavagery” of children. Still, 

Simon was not optimistic that women could be withdrawn from wage 

work, despite the economic advantages of dividing production and con¬ 

sumption functions between men and women. His solution was to en¬ 

courage a wider range of domestic-based employments for women— 

working as seamstresses, for example—where the traditional domestic 

economy and the modern idea of “home economics” could be spatially 
and temporally linked.78 

Beyond this unrealistic combination of nostalgia for cottage labor 

and the modern notion of housewifery, Simon and Tallon could only 

offer a reform of the 1841 law. Their proposal, modeled after the 1844 

half-day system of the British, included a six-hour shift for children 

under twelve and a sixty-nine-hour week (eleven-hour day) for twelve- 

to sixteen-year-olds. This would assure a half-day of education for the 

younger set and an hour of schooling for the older group. 

In effect, despite the rhetoric of maternal domesticity, the impera¬ 

tives of French industry required a continuation of a twelve-hour day 

for women (and thus all industry). Even the idea of a sixty-nine-hour 

week for teenagers was rejected in the law that was passed in 1874. 

And, in the name of parental authority, it did not apply to fathers who 



47 The State and Working Hours 

directly employed their children. These men, of course, could be ex¬ 

pected to carry out their “sacred duty” to protect their own offspring.79 

Only in 1879 were legislators willing to consider extending the 

policing of time below twelve hours for workers more than twelve years 

old. In the 1870s, textile workers from Rouen and Reims had repeat¬ 

edly petitioned the government for a new hours law. A trade union con¬ 

gress in 1876 channeled these demands into a call for a ten-hour day for 

both women and children—modeled after the British law of 1847. 

Martin Nadaud was their spokesman in Parliament.80 

In 1881 Richard Waddington presented a favorable committee re¬ 

port to the Chamber; a government survey of unions found a vast ma¬ 

jority in support of the bill, a sentiment confirmed by continued agita¬ 

tion for a ten-hour day among the textile workers of Lyon. Yet the bill 

got nowhere. Between 1881 and 1892, various worktime proposals 

were shunted between the Chamber and the Senate six times. Probably 

the biggest impediment was Senate opposition to including women as 

“minors” requiring protection.81 

Parliamentary debates in March 1881 and February 1882 reveal al¬ 

ternative discourses and a context for understanding the liberal con¬ 

straints on the political language of free time. Waddington voiced tradi¬ 

tional Republican rhetoric in defending government intervention: the 

“more a state is civilized, the more it extends its action.” Martin Nadaud 

and the aged Louis Blanc associated the hours movement with each 

phase of the saga of French democratization and with the “general will” 

as expressed in the petition movement of workers.82 In this debate, how¬ 

ever, reformers were obliged to go beyond their traditional Jacobinism, 

respond to right-wing objections, and identify the unique character of 

factory work. 

The laissez-faire Right insisted that hours legislation for adults would 

be an “exceptional law,” made in the special interest of factory workers 

and that the twelve-hour law of 1848 was acceptable only because it 

regulated “dangerous” employment. Deputy Marcel Barthe argued that 

thirteen or more hours of work represented “unhealthy and dangerous” 

working conditions, which society was obliged to police. He further 

claimed that the twelve-hour factory day, presumably established in 

1848, was a “universal norm” and insisted that factory work had be¬ 

come more healthful and less dangerous since midcentury. Regulation 

was justified only in the rather narrow exercise of police powers, not for 

social engineering and, most certainly, not to create a new social right 

to free time.83 

The response of reformers demonstrates how this political language 
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dominated the terms of debate. Advocates of hours regulation argued 

that machinery may have reduced physical fatigue but factory work had 

introduced regularity and discipline, and deprived wage earners of 

“pure air.”84 Reformers were almost obliged to overstress the harmful 

and involuntary character of mechanized work—that the pace of the 

machine and the logic of capitalist competition rather than the workers’ 

self-interest controlled his pace and length of work. For some this re¬ 

moved factory workers from the ranks of “free adults” and made them 

subject to the protection of minors in “dangerous trades.” Yet the fram¬ 

ing of the debate in terms of the factory—and distinguishing it from 

“open air” or unmechanized occupations—deflected the argument away 

from the citizen’s right to a shorter workday. Rather the reduction of 

labor time was a physiological need for the exceptional factory worker.85 

Moreover, the reformers’ riposte to laissez-faire liberalism fell into 

the familiar familial language of Tallon and Simon—without perhaps 

the overbearing paternalism.86 Family-saving rhetoric was the best re¬ 

tort to the conservative Senate’s insistence on the free agency of women 

in 1882. Senator Alexandre Oudet argued that only in the family where 

the wife has time to create a comfortable home will the male worker not 

be led astray on the dangerous path of utopia,” a theme repeated by 

social Catholics like Albert de Mun.87 

Despite the convergence of radical, moderate republican, and Catho¬ 

lic ideologies around the themes of factory fatigue and social time, the 

Chamber added an hour to Nadaud’s bill in 1881. The next year the 

Senate rejected by a three-to-two margin even this modest eleven-hour 

limit for women and children. Everyone, of course, recognized that an 

eleven-hour law for women would be also applied to men. Again, 

French elites were unwilling to compromise economic interests—really 

a problem of industrial inefficiency—for the sake of stabilizing or mor¬ 

alizing the French working-class family.88 

Five years later, following the Senate’s rejection of a similar eleven- 

hour bill, the Chamber responded by passing a ten-hour bill for women 

and children. By 1890, even textile industrialists from Roubaix peti¬ 

tioned the government to ban night work for women as an antidote to 

moral perversion and the destruction of family life.89 

Only in 1892 was a law finally passed. It raised the age of entry into 

the factory to thirteen years, and for women and children guaranteed a 

six-day workweek and prohibited night work; the law limited the hours 

of thirteen- to sixteen-year-olds to ten and restricted the hours of 

sixteen- to eighteen-year-olds and adult women to eleven.90 
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This tiered system was an awkward compromise of conflicting social 

and market ideologies. Indeed, it was an administrative and social 

nightmare that made little business sense and disrupted workers’ fami¬ 

lies. Although supporters anticipated that the ten-hour rule for twelve- 

to sixteen-year-olds would set the factory schedule for all, inventive em¬ 

ployers found ways ot staggering the hours of “protected workers” to 

enable factories to operate twelve hours per day. Inspectors were faced 

with three different hours systems and a complex of relays that could not 

easily be regulated. One Lille cotton spinning company used twenty re¬ 

lays and another used eighty. Fathers complained to the Superior Labor 

Commission in 1893 that their teenage children “have a free hour to 

spend without supervision on the streets in the company of a band of 

other children. We fear the lessons and adventures to which they are 

exposed.” Inspectors noted that relays resulted in “unhealthful meal 

breaks” and disrupted the “family table.” Prominent cotton textile em¬ 

ployers, long the ally of the inspectors in enforcing the hours laws 

against wildcat competitors, petitioned the government to legislate a 

uniform hours system.91 

The legislative response was predictable. As early as 1894, Senator 

Lecomte proposed a bill limiting the workday to eleven hours for all, 

including men, in factories that employed protected workers. This mea¬ 

sure would have simplified enforcement and eliminated some of the 

problems with relays. Yet Chamber bills insisted on a ten-hour stan¬ 

dard, rejecting the prospect of raising hours for children. The compro¬ 

mise adopted in 1900 was a progressive decrease in the hours for men 

who worked in the same location as women and children from eleven in 

1900 to ten by 1904. Relay work for women and children was abol¬ 

ished.92 Finally, the French had reached the standard initiated by the 

British over fifty years earlier. 

This hardly ended the problems of policing French worktime. In 

1900 some thirty strikes were reported in Paris, Cherbourg, and Tour- 

coing against wage cuts resulting from the decrease to an eleven-hour 

day. Likewise largely successful strikes by workers in textiles and the 

metal trades followed the reduction to ten hours in 1904.93 Moreover, 

French courts in 1901 allowed employers to separate men from women 

in the same building and thus avoid the limit on male worktime. The 

law’s vague decree powers allowed a recorded level of six million hours 

of overtime in 1905.94 Marginal businesses sometimes fired apprentices 

to evade the law. A trade unionist from Moulins protested “our children 

are excluded from the shop at the moment when they ought to learn a 
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trade; the workers’ children, thanks to a poorly designed law, have . . . 

only the school of the street, the school of vice.”95 

In the long run, however, these tactics proved not to be cost- 

effective. By 1907 inspectors found that employers were adjusting to 

the new regime. Production losses were absorbed by further mecha¬ 

nization and more regular work. In Lille, for example, the factory in¬ 

spector was proud to announce that the introduction of the ten-hour 

day had led to the elimination of two short breaks that had previously 

“allowed workers more numerous visits to the cabaret.” The initial fear 

that the law would destroy the apprenticeship system (part of a general 

concern over the erosion of skilled training) proved to be unfounded as 

the proportion of youthful workers rose in 1910. The law had no effect 

on female employment in its first decade. And the number of reported 

violations of the law quickly declined.96 

Still the lack of uniformity between those workers exempted from all 

controls, those under the twelve-hour system dating from 1848, and 

those regulated by the ten-hour law of 1900 continued to frustrate the 

inspectorate. Again, division between the two houses prevented the ad¬ 

aptation of a Chamber proposal for a uniform ten-hour day for all 
industry.97 

Why a country with such apparendy advanced political ideas could 

be so laggard in carrying out social policy has attracted the attention of 

many historians. This complex and little-known history of the French 

policing of worktime is an excellent illustration of the problem. Al¬ 

though it can be exaggerated, French bourgeois ideology throughout 

the century reflected a nostalgia for the rural domestic economy, forms 

of which survived even in textile factories. At the same time, moderniz¬ 

ing French legislators wanted to encourage gender and age differentia¬ 

tion in ways that did not always conform to the still prevailing “family” 

organization of work. The result was an exceedingly slow adaptation of 

British legislative standards, frequent compromise of worktime grada¬ 

tions legally distinguishing different age and gender classes, and consid¬ 

erable administrative confusion. The goal of liberating child time for 

the sake of moralizing the ftiture worker contradicted the immediate 

needs of employers. The objective of freeing mothers’ time for house¬ 

wifery was a modern idea—although couched often in reactionary 

garb, yet it likewise required an economy more advanced than the 

French elite wanted or had really created. 

Like the British reformers’ use of the hours language in the 1840s, 
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French advocates of regulating worktime could not embrace the idea of 

uniform hours. Even though this was practical to both the substantial 

industrialist and factory inspector, it violated the atavistic economic in¬ 

dividualism ot the French bourgeoisie for whom any government con¬ 

trol was unacceptable; uniform hours also violated the special interests 

ot the petty, but politically influential, firm. Equality of worktime also 

undermined the very notion of a “protected class” and the claim that 

children because of their immaturity required the aid of the state-parent 

or that women, as vulnerable vehicles of the womb and as invaluable 

vessels of France’s demographic future, needed special treatment. Fi¬ 

nally, uniformity implied that the privilege of short hours was a right of 

citizenship. Despite the precedent of the twelve-hour law of 1848, the 

idea of the progressive reduction of die workday for all was politically 

impossible in liberal France. 

Nevertheless, the difference between the “backward” French and 

“advanced” British can be drawn too sharply. Both countries conducted 

extraordinarily similar debates over worktime. Moreover, by 1900, at 

least in regard to legislation, the two countries were largely comparable 

insofar as the British leadership in social legislation had come to an end. 

Political elites in both countries had reached an impasse. They were 

unwilling to abandon the notion of “protective legislation.” By 1892, 

both countries had finally embraced the ideology of maternal domes¬ 

ticity by granting women shorter hours. Yet neither would concede this 

right to men as men. The “universal” twelve-hour law of 1848 in France 

applied only to factories (necessarily “dangerous” and thus requiring 

police protection) and was supported by industry to control competi¬ 

tion among employers. And the nineteenth-century British state never 

violated the free-agency doctrine. 

The most advanced argument of reformers in both countries was 

that factory (and mine) work—as distinct from the freedom of labor 

in the open air—deserved special protection. Yet to have gone further 

and proposed a universal standard of worktime would have extended 

the rights of citizenship beyond civil and political liberties to that of a 

right to autonomous time. This would have suggested that a share of 

the increase in social product should be by right distributed as leisure. 

Such a notion was a fundamental affront to the bourgeois understand¬ 

ing of work and compensation. Yet it is precisely over such ideological 

terrain that a revived short-hours movement in the 1880s would begin 

to challenge the liberal limits to the policing of time. 



3 
Challenging the Liberal 
Economy of Time, 1886-1912 

For almost seventy years the eight-hour workday has 

been the norm in industrial societies. This modern standard for the al¬ 

location of personal time emerged between 1885 and 1920, becoming 

the nearly universal means of dividing daily economic obligation from 

personal freedom. Although increased productivity provided a neces¬ 

sary backdrop for this reallocation of time, the actual eight-hour stan¬ 

dard was a fruit of an intellectual and political struggle over work and 

leisure. In a complex debate, which ranged throughout the industrial 

world in the late 1880s, the terms of the twentieth-century conflicts 

over worktime were set. 

In 1894, the French Marxist Jules Guesde declared, “the eight-hour 

day is the most important reform that can be realized under capi¬ 

talism.”1 Unlike the ten-hour question in Britain in the 1830s and 

1840s, the eight-hour day was essentially an offensive struggle, an at¬ 

tempt to lower hours below the contemporary standard rather than 

merely an effort to contain the erosion of customary working time. In 

contrast to the nine-hour movement of the 1860s and 1870s in Britain, 

it was a demand for a universal standard, neither linked to the produc¬ 

tivity ot any industry nor isolated to a particularly well-organized trade. 

Finally, unlike the parliamentary battle for a ten-hour day in France in 

52 
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the 1880s and 1890s, the eight-hour movement went substantially be¬ 

yond a middle-class elite; rather, it had broad roots in labor and the 

Lett. It won the enthusiasm of both conservative trade unionists and 

socialists on both sides of the channel. 

Still the reason why workers embraced maximum-hours legislation is 

not at all obvious. Specialists in nineteenth-century labor history have 

often identified time concerns of workers with attempts to preserve tra¬ 

ditional work patterns. Richard Price, D. A. Reid, and Clive Behagg, 

for example, stress the tenacity with which British construction and 

other skilled workers clung to their informal work breaks and tradi¬ 

tional Monday holidays. Such people were not likely participants in 

short-hours movements. One might argue that maximum hours ap¬ 

pealed primarily to factory workers. Yet William Reddy finds that 

French textile workers in the mid-nineteenth century protested not 

wages and hours but the “decline of the multiplicity of purposes that 

work fulfilled.”2 

At least implied in these analyses is the supposition that many types 

of workers were slow to focus on labor time because they did not see 

themselves as being within a wage market system. Long clinging to the 

categories of the cottage worker and independent artisan, even clearly 

industrial workers sought to retain control over the process of work, 

including the use of time within the workday, rather than to modify the 

length of that day. Only when the employer had reduced the wage to a 

measure of worktime (by reducing the role of skill) did workers try to 

regulate daily output by reducing hours; by restricting the supply, they 

could raise the price of their product—labor time. Put another way, in 

the face of the employer’s growing influence over the content and value 

of the labor day, workers sought control over the length of that day. By 

the “external” means of reducing hours, the unemployed could be 

absorbed, workers’ bargaining positions could be strengthened, and 

wages could be raised. For these reasons, according to this view, skilled 

British workers in the late 1860s sought a nine-hour maximum.3 

Thus, short-hours movements have often been identified with a 

growing economistic outlook—the reduction of labor’s struggle to the 

goal of maximizing pay at the price of control over the methods, pace, 

and social organization of work. Growth of interest in worktime, then, 

meant abdication of any claim of labor for organizing society in its own 

image. Some labor historians have argued that hours demands were 

little more than “circuitous means of getting a raise.” Although trade 

union leaders might have spoken in lofty terms of liberating workers for 
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self-improvement or family life or claimed that worktime strikes were 

offensive demands, many observers have disregarded these words. His¬ 

torians have seen these ideas as merely expressions of bourgeois re¬ 

formist ideology or a rhetoric that superficially unified a labor move¬ 

ment that otherwise was riddled with divisions.4 

There is, of course, much truth to this line of thought (as we shall see 

in this chapter). Still, the linkage of short hours to economism is one¬ 

sided and blinds us to important dimensions of the meaning of time in 

late nineteenth-century industry. The labor historians’ stress on the in¬ 

tegration of workers into bargaining structures—especially in Britain— 

obscures the nonmonetary elements of the hours question. 

Alternatively, by focusing on the persistence of workers’ control we 

may avoid the errors of imposing a theoretical world of the marketplace 

on the reality of work life or of mistaking the programs of leaders for 

the views of the rank and file. But we also risk misreading changing atti¬ 

tudes about work. Traditional family solidarities built around work 

doubtless survived the onslaught of the market, but laborers often 

wanted a new kind of familialism. After all, the pooled family wage 

economy was founded on low individual wages and a lack of time for 

childhood development and domestic life. If it was ever an ideal, and 

not merely an adaptation to necessity, the fact that workers embraced 

wage and hours reform points to a new family strategy. Individual 

workers sought a “family wage”—income sufficient for the adult worker 

(usually narrowly identified as the father) to support a family and thus 

to free its members for domestic life. Moreover, workers greeted the 

passing of the old long but “porous” workday with ambiguity. Despite 

the loss of a sociable work culture, in the long run workers demanded a 

reduction of worktime to enhance the opportunity of social relation¬ 

ships off rather than on the job. Whether for good or ill to the labor 

movement, workers accepted the demarcation of time and thus the 

separation of family and society from work. 

By investigating the quest for a new “normal day,” we may find a 

somewhat different perspective from which to interpret working-class 

culture and labor history. At the same time, we will focus on the point 

where work and culture intersect—the allocation of time. 

Also important to a fresh perspective on late nineteenth-century la¬ 

bor is a new assessment of the role of politics. New unionism in Britain 

and Marxist syndicalism in France have long been understood as part of 

a rising tide of political class consciousness in the late 1880s. Yet labor 

historians have interpreted both the growth of collective bargaining 
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and working-class political participation as symptoms of the integration 

of workers into the bourgeois order. In this context, the movement for 

an eight-hour law was merely a component of a reformist program of 

protective labor legislation—and a goal greeted with equivocation by 

individualistic members of the working classes.5 

Yet there is much evidence to argue that it was the political impo¬ 

tence of the British (and even more so of the French) unions rather than 

their ambiguity toward or integration into the capitalist polity that 

was the problem.0 More important here, worktime demands were not 

simply imposed on workers by leaders imbued with bourgeois reformist 

ideology. They were easily the most difficult concessions to win on the 

shop floor and thus they required the intervention of the wider society.7 

Moreover, while workers had vastly different reasons for seeking shorter 

hours that sprang from the diversity of their work, the key fact is that 

workers coalesced (if imperfectly) around the eight-hour idea. This 

suggests a common appeal to time outside of work that overrode the 

diverse circumstances of work and points to the idea of the “right” to 

leisure time. The attraction of the eight-hour day had as much to do 

with the political demand for the equality of free time as it did with 

conditions on the shop floor. This blind spot to the relevance of politics 

is an understandable lapse in a literature that seeks to understand the 

social dynamics of industrialization. Yet, by obscuring the radical sig¬ 

nificance of protective labor legislation to workers, these historians miss 

the centrality of the growing quest for time away from work. 

A study of the discourse of the short-hours movement from the 

1880s to 1914 may shed new light on these issues. Essential to this 

ideological debate was the formation of an economic theory of non¬ 

worktime. These ideas focused on the work rather than the family- 

leisure issue. As such, they challenged some of the foundations of liberal 

political economy. At the same time, they reflected new attitudes to¬ 

ward leisure as well as work that, far from being antithetical or irrele¬ 

vant to the aspirations of workers, often coincided with them. 

The Emerging Debate over Worktime, 

1880-1891 

In the 1880s the eight-hour day was a reform that funda¬ 

mentally challenged the industrial regimes in France and Britain. Not 
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only did it threaten capital accumulation, but it raised the specter of a 

legal entitlement for all workers. It was resisted by employers and only 

slowly accepted by many workers and union leaders. 

In Britain, despite an increase of 34 percent in real wages in the 1880s, 

no appreciable reduction in hours occurred.8 To be sure beginning in 

1859, struggles within construction and engineering trades eventually 

produced the nine-hour day during the boom of 1866—1873.9 Female- 

dominated industries gained legal hour parity with the cotton textile 

industry by the mid-1870s. During the stagnant period that followed, 

few gains were won. Most workers labored ten hours and some, like 

railway employees and retail clerks, worked twelve and more.10 

In the 1860s, the eight-hour day was the dream of the visionaries of 

the First International; in the 1880s it was revived by a small and divided 

group of London socialists. However, although Chartists had supported 

hours laws, the British Trades Union Congress (TUC) throughout the 

1880s had rejected such bills as “grandmotherly legislation”—a threat 

to trade union voluntarism.11 

New conditions produced new strategies in Britain. The Great De¬ 

pression of the 1880s led to unemployment rates of 10 to 12 percent in 

organized trades and resulted in declining prices and thus wages. In re¬ 

sponse, organized labor turned to a shorter workday in order to spread 

work (e.g., in construction) or to reduce output and thus raise prices 

and wages (e.g., in mining). Reform-minded economists like Thomas 

Brassley found maldistribution of income to be the cause of the stagna¬ 

tion.12 Reduced hours would reverse this shift of income toward capital. 

Further, the inability of craft unions to control the spread of “system¬ 

atic overtime”—despite the nominal advantage of a nine-hour day—led 

these trades to the camp of worktime reform in order to stem un¬ 

employment and lower wages. Skilled operators of blast furnaces fa¬ 

vored a legal shortening of worktime as an alternative to the “evils of 

strikes” and as a means of protecting the majority who desired to work 

less time from the minority who sought to maximize earnings.13 

The emergence of new general unions after 1886 increased the de¬ 

mand for a legal eight-hour day. Convinced that “general” or unskilled 

workers lacked the resources to withstand long strikes, new unionists 

advocated legal protection. Hours demands in Britain stimulated union¬ 

ization drives among coal gas workers, railroad employees, tramway 

staff, bakers, and dockers in the active years of 1888 to 1891.14 

In the 1880s, the workday in France was even longer than it was in 

Britain: only 40 percent worked as little as eleven hours, while the rest 
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labored twelve or more hours. French textile workers had followed the 

British in the upsurge of short-hours strikes in 1871-1872 (mostly 

seeking a ten- instead ol a nine-hour day). In the reactionary period 

following the Paris Commune, however, they were easily defeated. 

Whereas British factory legislation expanded in 1874 and 1878, parallel 

French parliamentary drives were blocked by conservative majorities.15 

By 1880, the socialist and labor Left had begun to recover from the 

catastrophic defeat ot the Commune. Labor law was liberalized in 

1884; a trade union federation was organized in 1886; and the Parti 

Ouvrier Fran^ais (POF) was founded in 1880. Yet practical efforts for 

the reduction of worktime were largely limited to skilled trades that suf¬ 

fered from technological changes and a lengthy parliamentary battle to 

win a legal ten-hour day for women and children. From 1880, the POF 

used the ten-hour debate in the Chamber to make ritual appeals for an 

eight-hour day, a goal that was obviously most distant in the future.16 

In Britain, between 1886 and 1891, an unprecedented wave of writ¬ 

ing on the eight-hour day flooded the press. In 1889, Sidney Webb, the 

academic and generally cautious Fabian socialist, declared that the 

eight-hour day would be the “inevitable result of an age of democracy, 

the fruit of the next election.”17 

One serious obstacle was the opposition to hours legislation that was 

still strong within the British TUC. Old-line craft union leaders like 

Henry Broadhurst feared that a legal maximum would sap union ini¬ 

tiative, be too rigid for seasonal skilled building trades, and would lead 

to wage controls.18 In France, relatively powerful anarchosyndicalists in 

the unions challenged the “statists” with their call for shorter days 

through direct action.19 

Yet the problem ran deeper than tactics. British advocates sometimes 

blamed the attitudes of a “labor aristocracy” who feared that “perma¬ 

nently raised wages (always the consequence of reduced hours) of un¬ 

skilled labor would . . . lower their own wages.” A minority of coal 

hewers, mostly from Durham and Northumberland, opposed an eight- 

hour law (although they worked even fewer hours): it would eliminate 

the ten-hour system of their boy helpers and impose a hated three-shift 

system upon adults. Finally, many contemporaries noted the opposition 

of the leaders of workers in many building trades and textiles, as well as 

the foot dragging of the TUC’s Parliament Committee. J. Mawdslcy 

of the Cotton Spinners held that an eight-hour law was “socialistic” and 

the work of “driving ignorant mobs.”20 

Yet the opposition went beyond the selfish skilled minority or the 
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laissez-faire old guard. British unions in export industries feared com¬ 

petition with long-hours regions. One textile union official declared in 

1890 that he would support the eight-hour day “only after India gets 

it.” Wage earners in low-wage industries (e.g., female clothing workers 

or tramwaymen) anticipated reduced incomes if hours were legally re¬ 

duced. Workers in task-organized occupations like building, skilled 

metals trades, and house painting found the eight-hour proposal to be 

too inflexible: it would leave work unfinished and likely cause tensions 

with second-shift workers. Some blast-furnace men opposed eight 

hours even though they worked up to twelve hours because it would 

mean the end to traditional rest breaks and might lead to an unbearable 

intensification of work.21 

In France, conservative trades like printing shared with their British 

counterparts the fear that output and wages would suffer with a sharp 

diminution of worktime. Also anarchists declared that an eight-hour 

day would only lead to further mechanization and an “aggravation of 

misery in real society.”22 

This ambivalent response of workers toward legal hour reductions 

was magnified many fold in both parliaments and among employers. 

Employers, of course, held that hours legislation violated the tenets of 

classical liberalism—the free labor contract and the disutility of social 

legislation. By seeking a legal time limit, said William J. Shaxby, labor 

desired “aristocratic power”; workers hoped to “make capital subser¬ 

vient to labour, instead of allowing each side concerned to exercise the 

rights of a party to a strictly business contract.” This proposal was only 

a Trojan horse, a popular means of imposing “wholesale state regula¬ 

tion of wages” and socialism. In France, Yves Guyot and Guy de Molly 

spoke essentially the same language. Numerous reports from French 

chambers of commerce revealed unwavering opposition to all controls 

over worktime. Robert Giffen, the statistician of the British Board of 

Trade, simply argued that worktime reductions were the natural and in¬ 

evitable by-product of increased productivity. This process was distorted 

by premature legal action, which would do little more than produce la¬ 

bor shortages, lower wages, and capital flight. Charles Bradlaugh, a 

prominent British Radical, found an hours law as “weakening to, if not 

destructive of the sell-reliance for which this country has been famous.” 

Workers unable to win shorter hours through collective bargaining “do 

not deserve statutory aid, nor will it really help them.” It would reduce 

output and thus income even it the wage fund was shared by a larger 

group of workers.23 

This view was based on the assumption that, as John Hobson put 
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it, an “industrial law . . . forbids any possibility of a general rise of 

wages . . . excepting in accordance with the slow operation of the 

motive to save.” A reduction of hours, agreed the French politician 

M. Donnat, would lower profits, savings, and investment, and thus the 

wage fund. British employers had long lost confidence that they could 

compete against longer-hours nations. And the French press somewhat 

later referred to hours laws as the “commercial Sedan,” which threat¬ 

ened to bring economic defeat to France in the face of the rising new 

industries of Germany, the United States, and Japan.24 

Finally, employers had no faith that mechanization or a more rested 

worker would be able to compensate for reduced hours. Textile employ¬ 

ers claimed that production decreases would be proportional to the 

diminution of worktime because machinery rather than effort deter¬ 

mined the rate of output. But even managers of gas works with prac¬ 

tically no machinery doubted that the manual laborer could intensify 

his hourly output in a shorter day. Few employers were willing or able 

to replace long workdays with doubtful experiments in increasing pro¬ 

ductivity on the shop floor. Probably even fewer employers believed 

that it was possible to regulate leisure in order to improve productivity. 

Not many would imitate Henry Ford in the 1910s in Detroit.25 

To be sure, a small number of highly placed conservatives like 

Randolph Churchill or Albert de Mun advocated reduced hours to im¬ 

prove the family life of workers. Cardinal Manning declared that “on 

the domestic life of the people, the whole political order of human so¬ 

ciety reposes.” However, such paternalism was surely a dying force by 

the 1880s. It was nearly swamped by the classical economic theory of 

the wage fund and the fear of international competition.26 

Two Apologetics for Time 

It is within the constraints of labor ambivalence and em¬ 

ployer opposition that we can understand the apparently economistic 

framework of eight-hour discourse. Advocates sought to eliminate 

structural and cyclical unemployment and to push up wages. The non¬ 

economic goals of leisure time to empower the working classes with in¬ 

tellectual and physical culture or to enable laborers to enjoy family 

life—themes that had often been central to the short-hours movements 

of the 1830s and 1840s—were much less evident by the 1880s. Paul 

Lafargue’s Le Droit a laparesse, with its mocking of the bourgeois obses- 
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sion with work and its praise of “laziness” or leisure, was published in 

1880. But it was a seldom acknowledged embarrassment to pragmatic 

advocates of the eight-hour day. Sidney Webb’s The Eight Hours Day— 

doubtless the most thorough of discussions on the worktime ques¬ 

tion—devoted only 6 of its 249 pages to the moral and social benefits 

of reduced working hours.27 

However, this is not proof of Webb’s disinterest in leisure for self- 

improvement or family life. It reflects the view that the benefits of free 

time were self-evident.28 The campaign focused on strategy and the eco¬ 

nomic effects of the eight-hour day. These were themes of an apologetic 

rather than utopian discourse. Advocates did not simply abandon the 

moral vision of Owen’s eight-hour day for “economism” or “reformism” 

but advanced to the practical question of winning labor and public sup¬ 

port for a radical reform within the context of capitalist democracy in 

the 1880s. At the same time, leisure objectives were implied in this eco¬ 

nomic apologetic—goals largely consistent with the attitudes of the 

rank and file. 

The first task was to persuade a skeptical labor movement and domi¬ 

nant liberal public of the utility of legislation. To an audience of orga¬ 

nized labor, British advocates of an eight-hour law stressed that a legal 

hours standard eliminated the need for costly strikes, insured hours 

gains during economic downswings, and created jobs for unemployed 

union members and thus preserved union jobless benefits. This strategy 

appealed to organized workers who had recently failed to win worktime 

decreases through bargaining (e.g., joiners and railwaymen), whose 

contractual nine-hour day had been defeated by “systematic overtime” 

(e.g., engineers), and whose experience with sliding-scale contracts and 

arbitration had not produced high wages (e.g., coal miners).29 

On the other hand, New Union activist Tom Mann argued that the 

“organization of workers . . . will come after, not before, a great reduc¬ 

tion in working hours” and that this required a “compulsory eight hour 

day.” The old union claim that “every man has the right to earn a living” 

was frustrated by the “greed” of some workers. Especially dock and 

tramway unions sought a legal eight hours as a way of creating suffi¬ 

cient work for a permanent body of laborers to support families and to 

shift the large numbers of casual workers into other jobs.30 

More broadly, the legal eight hours promised to create a new labor 

standard. H. M. Hyndman found Bradlaugh’s argument that worktime 

should be consistent with the profitability of each enterprise to be an 

invitation to exploitation. Webb and many others defended the history 

of British Factory Laws as a peaceful means of diminishing economic 
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competition. Mann and Webb argued that the legal eight-hour day 

would not disarm Britain in the global economic war, but would allow 

it to jettison marginal industries that relied on sweated labor. “England 

could do without her farthing toys and penny puzzles,” Webb declared. 

Moreover, a higher labor standard did not undermine the ability of the 

British to compete because short-hours countries were always the most 

efficient.31 

Yet the threat of competition drove labor—especially in export- 

sensitive sectors like textiles—to seek “legislative enactment at one and 

the same time” in all industrial countries.32 This approach would amount 

to an economic disarmament treaty. By 1889 British, French, and most 

other European and American labor movements advocated this simulta¬ 

neous reduction of hours on an international scale. 

An even more urgent problem was to demonstrate that the eight- 

hour day would not lower living standards. This led to the postulating 

of two rather distinct theories, drawn from differing economic assump¬ 

tions and, more important, contrasting apologetic objectives. Yet these 

views never crystallized into opposing theoretical schools and they were 

even held jointly by the same eight-hour propagandists. 

One theory, which may be called “redistributionism,” argued that 

fewer hours would shift wealth from capital to labor. It was tailored to 

counter the claim that shorter hours meant lower wages and to appeal 

to the worker who feared unemployment. This argument was a rejec¬ 

tion of the traditional wage fund theory, which claimed that job sharing 

schemes would only reduce individual salaries. In England, H. M. 

Hyndman, Sidney Webb, and George Bernard Shaw argued that re¬ 

duced hours would raise wages: workers’ pay was not die product of 

output divided by the labor supply but was determined by the demand 

for labor. Reduced hours would force employers to hire additional 

workers (and thus raise wages); lower profit, interest, and rental income 

would follow. Prices would not necessarily increase even if labor costs 

rose because demand rather than costs determined prices. Instead there 

would be a shift of investment away from luxury goods to the (now) 

more profitable mass markets. This apologetic, drawing selectively from 

the theories of J. S. Mill and even Henry George, held that shorter 

hours would weaken the economic power of the parasitical landlord 

and rentier while, at the same time, assuring full employment.33 

Among French Marxists similar assumptions led to economic “neo- 

Malthusian” conclusions. Paul Lafargue claimed that shorter hours 

would eliminate overproduction and thus the imperialist drive for new 

markets; a reduced workday would also reduce the throngs of servants 
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and bureaucrats that lived like parasites on the overwork of the laborers. 

Jules Gucsde likewise stressed that shorter hours meant the end to ex¬ 

cess output, which, in turn, had led to periodic unemployment and low 

wages.34 Moreover, Louis Niel during agitation for an eight-hour day 

in 1905 argued that with hours reduction there would be no compen¬ 

satory increase in hourly production, nor should there be. The essential 

purpose of shorter worktime was to absorb the jobless, created by the 

“incessant development of machinery,” to reduce the army ot the un¬ 

employed, and thus to raise wages.35 

This redistributionist position assumed essentially a no-growth econ¬ 

omy and ignored the impact of hours reductions on productivity and 

technology. At base, a worktime reduction would spread employment 

without lowering living standards. Its appeal was to an uncertain worker 

who feared that the living standard would drop with decreased hours.36 

It was effective in periods of widespread unemployment like that of the 

1880s. Similar arguments reappeared in the 1930s and 1980s in some¬ 

what parallel economic conditions. 

A second and in the long run more important theory of the impact 

of shorter hours on the economy may be called “productionism.” This 

line of thought answered the charge that shorter hours would lead to 

economic stagnation and reduce competitiveness with long-hours na¬ 

tions. According to this view, hours reductions would not necessarily 

create jobs but would increase productivity and eventually stimulate 

technological innovation. French socialist Jean Longuet claimed that 

“when one reduces the daily workday to a normal length [eight hours], 

one augments, at the same time, the intensity and productivity of la¬ 

bor.” For, as Paul Boilley claimed, “if one prolongs the time of work 

beyond eight hours per day, the intensity of work decreases propor¬ 

tionately with the lengthening.” In effect the eight-hour day meant a 

“maximum of productivity in a minimum of time without a threat to 

health.”37 This assumed a fixed physical capacity of labor to produce— 

that it could be “inefficiently” spread out in ten or twelve hours or more 

effectively concentrated in eight. This view reflected the new discipline 

of work science (see chapter 5). 

Shorter hours would also encourage mechanization insofar as em¬ 

ployers were forced to improve productivity to compensate for reduced 

labor time. Technology was not a threat to labor autonomy but a means 

of freeing the worker from “the brutal yoke of manual labor.” This sur¬ 

prisingly optimistic French view of technology remained a major theme 

among syndicalists, despite the continued defense of artisan values.38 
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This linkage of the shorter workday with technological innovation 

was rooted in the socialist’s association of French capitalism with “rou¬ 

tine” and technological backwardness. Lack of innovation, in turn, was 

responsible not only for low living standards but also for long hours. 

Rather ironically, many French socialists held an image of the American 

economy as a model for France. This appeal to the American future 

was, of course, a well-established French utopia encouraged by French 

visits to American exhibitions from 1876, after which delegates re¬ 

ported the wonders of American productivity to intrigued French audi¬ 

ences. Boilley claimed, for example, that American workers produced 

three times as much while working one-quarter less time than the 

French. Boilley argued that the eight-hour day would lead to economic 

concentration; this trend could only “facilitate the infinite perfection of 

industry [which will] become . . . the ideal structure for the collectivity 

to come.” The identification of short hours with American technology 

and a gradualist path to socialism influenced French socialist thinking 

until the 1930s. This view was, of course, consistent with economic 

conditions in France—its relative economic backwardness and the seem¬ 

ing unwillingness of French capital to innovate.39 

Yet even Tom Mann, the radical British trade unionist, made simi¬ 

lar arguments: reduced hours would lead to a more efficient, concen¬ 

trated economy. Marginal firms, relying on sweated labor, would no 

longer compete with capital-intensive firms. Mann’s thinking was not 

only shared by Marx but was probably derived from him. Yet it was 

held by a broad non-Marxist group of socialists and reformists, includ¬ 

ing Sidney Webb.40 

Shorter hours also meant consumption. A corollary to productionist 

theory was that increased leisure would make workers into consumers 

and thereby stimulate growth and employment from the demand side. 

Webb and Cox argued that leisure created wants that increased markets 

for popular services and goods. FFcnry H. Champion held that the 

eight-hour day would “excite a desire for additional means of recreation, 

amusement, and cultivation.” And Tom Mann claimed that leisure pro¬ 

vided workers “with the desire for the products of manufacture.”41 

Even the “revolutionary” French unions of 1906 claimed that short 

hours created more “needs” not only for “intellectual improvement” 

but “increased consumption.” Union leader Victor Griffuelhes argued 

in 1904 that “leisure leads the worker to desire to consume more, 

will increase his needs, and will lead to the proportionate increase of 

production.”42 
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These ideas (in Britain especially) paralleled the view of the Ameri¬ 

can economist and friend of the American Federation of Labor, 

George Gunton. In his book, Wealth and Progress, Gunton developed a 

“demand-side” theory of economic growth that reversed classical eco¬ 

nomic theory; its central tenet was that capital accumulation was depen¬ 

dent on wages and working-class consumption, rather than investment. 

Wage levels, in turn, correlated with the “social opportunities” of the 

“most expensive” workers. These “opportunities” for consumption 

could be realized only with additional leisure time. “The development 

of labor’s capacity to consume wealth is as important economically . . . 

as it is to increase his power to produce,” Gunton declared. At the same 

time, consumer needs encouraged productivity. Gunton found that im¬ 

provements in the “standard of living” drove workers into having “such 

a conscious need for an object that its absence will cause sufficient pain 

to induce the effort and sacrifice necessary to its attainment.” This view 

paralleled that of the influential European economist and later advocate 

of die eight-hour day, Lujo Brentano. Employers, he claimed, no 

longer needed to maintain long hours or low pay to assure a profitable 

output—a view long held by many economists and employers. Rather 

advanced consumer needs, developed in leisure time, would stimulate 

individual productivity. The “leisure pole” then posed no threat to the 

“work pole” because both complemented each other on the balance 

beam of consumption.43 

From the productionist perspective, growth rather than redistribu¬ 

tion would be the consequence of shorter hours. The eight-hour day 

would not spread work or reduce unemployment directly; but, by 

broadening the mass market, it would create jobs. This theory did not 

assume a stagnant economy; rather it held that increased leisure would 

stimulate technology and enhance the motivation of a consumption- 

oriented worker to increase his daily output despite reduced hours. 

These views would eventually prevail over the themes of redistribu- 

tionism because they seemed to both Marxists and reformists to be con¬ 

sistent with economic trends. 

Meanings of the Eight Hours to Workers 

These positive assessments of work intensification and in¬ 

creased consumption may appear to conform to the values of the “eco- 
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nomic man,” which, according to modernization theory, had emerged 

among workers by the late nineteenth century. Yet these views were 

part ot an apologetic agenda. Most important, beneath these purely 

economic rationales was an outline of a modern work and leisure ethic 

that hardly conforms to the image of the “economic man.” And these 

views of work and freedom from labor leaders were often shared by the 

rank and file. 

For advocates of redistributionism, for example, the objective was 

not merely a reallocation of income and work but also of time. They 

sought to eliminate the seasonal irregularities of employment that were 

common in a wide array of industries. Annual fluctuations were the re¬ 

sult ot climatic factors affecting production; yet these variations also re¬ 

flected seasonal markets, which led employers to intensify output only 

in response to an immediate demand in order to reduce overhead costs. 

Because of seasonal production, many workers seldom had a “normal” 

day—even of ten or twelve hours; rather, laborers worked overtime 

during “rush” periods and then suffered economically and psychologi¬ 

cally during the under- or unemployment of the “dead season.” Forced 

idleness, as Guesde pointed out, was the opposite of leisure. The latter 

required economic and psychological security. A normal workday of 

eight hours, by contrast, would oblige employers (and consumers) to 

alter the structure of their business (and demand) in order to distribute 

work evenly throughout the year.44 

Thus, British house painters complained that public unwillingness to 

hire in winter led to overtime in the summer and created annual cycles 

of indebtedness alternating with feverish overwork. A regular work year 

would guarantee income for a permanent core of British dockers, union¬ 

ists argued, and reduce the competition of casual labor.45 A shorter and 

thus more regular workday would eliminate the seasonal pattern in 

French clothing and hat trades, an irregularity that had been intensified 

by mechanization.46 In Britain, miners complained that the nine- or ten- 

hour day assured long hours in winter but short-time work in summer, 

when men got two or three days of employment per week. An eight- 

hour day “would equalize things a little,” argued one miner in the 

1890s.47 The desire for an eight-hour day reflected a quest for a predict¬ 

able allocation of personal time and the goal of wedding income to lei¬ 

sure time. 

This was particularly evident in attempts of trades to restrict over¬ 

time. In 1891, the British Bookbinders Union sought overtime rates to 

be applied after forty-eight hours in order to discourage “systematic 
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overtime.” In 1897, British engineers demanded not only a normal 

eight-hour day but a ceiling of eighteen hours of overtime per month.48 

These facts discount the claim that workers sought shorter hours simply 

in order to earn overtime rates at an earlier hour. This hours strategy 

may reflect the urbanization and increasingly sedentary life of the Euro¬ 

pean worker. No longer was it common for industrial workers to alter¬ 

nate seasonal periods of wage work with agricultural self-employment 

or to “tramp” from job to job. Thus, the seasonal job meant not the 

“tour” but the intolerable regularity of unemployment. Further, these 

views reflect a change in values: workers increasingly sought daily lei¬ 

sure in a stable job to seasonal “playing” or frequent job changes. 

Even the productionist ideology suggested elements of an emerging 

leisure ethic. For example, Brissac found in the intensification of work a 

way of “freeing man for intellectual joys.” He placed no value on the 

integration of work and life; rather Brissac desired the liberation of life 

from work.49 

This idea was echoed widely by trade unionists in the 1890s and 

later. The support of unions for technical progress was not simply a 

public relations effort. Rather it was a practical means of compressing 

the workday and liberating time for leisure. Some trades like mining 

required unproductive time on the job because of insufficient ma¬ 

chinery. For example, British miners claimed that inadequate supplies 

of ore cars and inefficient winding equipment gready slowed the pro¬ 

cess of removing coal from mines. Improved machinery would not 

merely or even necessarily increase output; but it would reduce the time 

necessary for the miner to be in the pit. Metalworkers also complained 

of time wasted in the delivery of materials, which had to be made up 

later in more hours on the job. British chemical workers demanded that 

rest breaks during dieir twelve-hour days should count as work because 

the laborer “is constantly there, and he must not leave [the job] even to 

go away for his meals.” The problem was less the character of the work 

than the sacrifice of time.50 

Other trades, dependent upon the vagaries of consumption, ex¬ 

pressed a similar desire for a more compressed day. Railroad and tram¬ 

way workers denounced the two- or three-hour midday break, which 

extended the time workers were at the employer’s disposal; British car¬ 

men complained of the practice of stretching deliveries to 11:00 p.m. or 

midnight for the convenience of customers. A similar issue was raised 

among Paris seamstresses whose “watch” at the dress shop often ex¬ 

tended for several hours following theater performances in order to ac¬ 

commodate wealthy American tourists.51 
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Resistance to early morning work had long been evident among the 

British. The requirement of the 1864 Factory Act that work begin at 

6:00 a.m. was impractical because the early start frustrated the family 

duties of women garment workers. But even male workers in Birming¬ 

ham and the Black country in the 1870s did not arrive at work until 

8:00 a.m., a pattern also common among commuters in London, espe¬ 

cially in the dark mornings of winter. Victorians pitied the Lancashire 

textile worker, who was obliged to be awakened by the “knocher-up,” 

who at 5:30 a.m. rapped on the worker’s bedroom window with his 

long pole and attached umbrella wire.52 

The preference for a more compressed workday is evident in the de¬ 

sire of wage earners for more compact blocks of labor time, even if this 

meant sacrificing traditional work breaks like the casse-croute in France. 

In Britain, the eight-hour day often eliminated the breakfast break 

(usually taken at 8:00 or 8:30 a.m.), which traditionally had been nec¬ 

essary because work commenced at 6:00 a.m. Several progressive engi¬ 

neering firms that introduced the eight-hour day in 1891 eliminated the 

unproductive first “quarter” by starting work at 8:00 a.m., presumably 

after workers had completed breakfast and when supervisors had finally 

appeared on the work site. By 1897, British engineers campaigned for 

the eight-hour day with the argument that starting work at 6:00 a.m. 

before breakfast was wasteful and that it made workers “stale.” By 

shortening breaks—as well as worktime—the hours consumed by a job 

could be reduced from twelve for the ten-hour workday to nine for an 

eight-hour day. This would liberate time for the family. Workers’ eve¬ 

nings could be extended, and they could enjoy breakfast with their fam¬ 

ily if they did not have to arrive at work until 8:00 a.m.53 

French propaganda was even more focused on the reconstitution of 

family life. Time was necessary for the “joy of family” and to partake of 

the “intimate embraces of the home.” Shorter days would allow wage 

earners to “work in their gardens or attend their vineyards.” Michelle 

Perrot stresses how the iconography of the Confederation Generate du 

Travail (CGT) emphasized family togetherness. A common picture was 

the worker’s family gathered around a table with steaming soup, repre¬ 

senting a “nostalgia of peasant life.” In contrast to the trend toward 

compact workdays, some French wanted longer time for the midday 

meal and the right of wives to leave the factory at 11:15 a.m. in order to 

prepare it. In 1881, miners in the Card struck against the suppression 

of the lunch at home, chanting in a demonstration, “down with the 

lunch buckets.” Yet this variation only confirms the centrality of the 

goal of family time. An 1893 French survey revealed that textile work- 
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crs and masons were willing to accept lower pay in exchange for shorter 

hours. A Paris construction worker claimed “we prefer 8 francs for 8 

hours to 12 francs for 12 hours”—although this was hardly universal.54 

Wage earners frequently conceived of worktime as not merely hours 

at the point of production but as time at the disposal of the employer or 

minutes consumed by work-related activities. This was certainly the 

view of European miners who struggled for a generation over the con¬ 

cept of an eight-hour day, “bank to bank” (from entry into the pit until 

exit)—even though an hour or more might be consumed getting to the 

coal face and a half-hour used in food breaks. Militant workers even ar¬ 

gued that all the time lost “in service to industry” from “rising to 

clothes changed” at the end of the day was worktime.55 

The long day especially affected women. Amie Hicks of the London 

Rope Makers stressed that her household tasks were never done before 

midnight and that a ten-hour day required that she rise at 5:00 a.m. In 

the needle trades, women with “double duties” sacrificed high piece- 

rate earnings by arriving only at 9:00 a.m. and occasionally made up 

work in the evenings.56 

Of course, the increasing intensity of work, partially the result of 

technological change, was surely at the heart of the quest for short 

hours. Webb and the Frenchman Charles CorioIon argued that long, 

increasingly arduous hours simply shortened life; in effect, a producer 

only had so many working hours per life and that this time could be 

humanely distributed over a long existence or concentrated in a short, 

unhealthful life. French food workers linked long hours with tuber¬ 

culosis and an early death: “We have had enough. We want to live.”57 

The same concern with work intensity animated British engineers 

who resisted the introduction of the “one-break system” without de¬ 

creasing daily hours. This meant a later quitting time or a shorter lunch 

break. Engineers argued that a longer afternoon stint made workers 

“prematurely old.” The question of the length of a continuous work pe¬ 

riod—which dominated discussion over the factory laws for women— 

became also a central concern for male industrial workers as the inten¬ 

sity of work increased and as leisure was gradually purged from the 

workplace.58 

Still the quest for shorter hours was hardly a negative desire for re¬ 

lease from exhausting labor; reduced worktime was to assure the “full 

utilisation of [workers’] evenings.” After-work hours were necessary for 

the “satisfactory training of [workers’] families” and in order that work¬ 

ers would no longer be “strangers to the pleasures of home and domes- 
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tic comforts.”59 This new interest in the evening hours for leisure—as 

opposed to the traditional mixing of relaxation and work during the 

daylight hours—reflects rising domestic opportunities (e.g., through 

the use of artificial light), probably a growing interest of men in home 

life, and also the widely perceived responsibility of women for improv¬ 

ing domestic and child-care standards. 

Moreover, this trend corresponds to a shift in the spatial relationship 

between wage work and family-leisure activities. Industrialization not 

only increased productivity, making a reduction of labor time feasible, 

but physically separated productive from “reproductive” or family activi¬ 

ties. In Britain, engineers and printworkers in the 1890s insisted on the 

eight-hour day in order to compensate for the increased time lost to 

commuting. Especially in London, central residential neighborhoods 

were converted to businesses, and, at the same time, new living stan¬ 

dards and new tram routes encouraged suburban migration. As a result, 

skilled workers began to lose considerable time in commuting. The en¬ 

gineers’ leader, George Barnes, claimed in 1897 that members from 

London had to rise at 4:30 a.m. and rush to work to be at the job at 

6:00 a.m.60 

This expulsion of leisure from the workplace and the spatial division 

of home and work required an equally sharp temporal demarcation. 

The quest for reduced working hours in part can be seen as the only 

practical means of recovering in “blocks” of family-leisure time the 

“bits” of that time lost in industrialization. As the historian G. Stedman 

Jones notes, with suburbanization, working-class men abandoned the 

pub of their workmates for the neighborhood bar, which they increas¬ 

ingly visited with their wives. Long evenings began to count more than 

long work breaks.61 The movement for the Saturday half-holiday re¬ 

flected a similar interest in uninterrupted periods of family-leisure time 

(see chapter 4). 

Beyond all of these diverse motives for shorter worktime was a com¬ 

mon political objective. Widely disparate groups of workers sought an 

eight-hour standard in the early 1890s. These included unskilled, mi¬ 

gratory coal stokers in the British gas works who labored seventy-two 

to eighty-four hours weekly as well as skilled, permanently employed 

craftsmen who worked merely fifty-two or fifty-four hours per week. 

Labor leaders repeatedly rejected the employers’ claim that labor time 

should vary with the intensity of work and that those with light or in¬ 

termittent jobs should work more hours than wage earners whose labor 

was heavy and constant. Instead labor witnesses before the Royal Com- 
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mission of Labour asserted a universal human right to a minimum of 

leisure time quite apart from the question of fatigue. The French slogan 

les trois huits asserted the right to as much time for leisure and rest 

as time for work. A British blast-furnace operator stated the matter 

simply: “I cannot understand either a ton of coal or a ton of bread being 

so valuable as a man’s Sunday to him.” Further, an eight-hour day 

would allow the poor to “buy their own,” observed British Hosiery 

Federation leader S. Bower, and not to live off the rate payers. The drive 

for shorter hours was a practical realization of the formal political idea 

of liberty. Tom Mann claimed an eight-hour day would render super¬ 

fluous the “upper class patronage of semi-pauperised workers’ chil¬ 

dren,” for a shorter workday would give economic stability and time for 

poor parents to raise their own families independently.62 

The identification of time with liberty was often expressed by the 

French during the agitation of 1904 to 1906. “We need liberty like we 

need bread.” And time from work would make the laborer more “con¬ 

scious” of what liberty is. Mechanization should not only provide in¬ 

creased material goods but free man from “slavery” to learn a new 

“duty” in life, “to enjoy oneself.” And, having learned “diversions,” the 

worker “will dream of other conquests.”63 

In fact, T. Steel of the Tyneside General Labour Union refused 

to apologize for common workers’ leisure. When asked before the 

Royal Commission of Labour what a laborer could do after finishing a 

4:00 a.m. to 12:00 P.M. shift, he simply replied: 

They please themselves; they have got their time to themselves ... if there is a 

dog fight on or some other attraction, they will go out to that in the after¬ 

noon. ... I may say that dog fights are very nice things.64 

Ultimately the often observed expansion of leisure opportunities in 

the 1880s made short hours attractive. We have not the space to enter 

the rich field of popular culture in the late Victorian period. We need 

only to note the growth ol the music hall, cheap rail excursions, and 

other forms of popular recreation in both France and Britain to make 

our case. The quest for time was more than an attempt to raise wages, 

reduce unemployment, or enhance workers’ control over output and 

process. Time transcended work as people of vastly different occupa¬ 

tions sought the same opportunity for social time.65 

The late nineteenth-century political economy of short hours, how¬ 

ever, was not always consistent with a positive assessment of leisure time. 

Productionists, in particular, uncritically embraced the “efficiency” 

movements in the 1890s and 1900s; in so doing, they underestimated 
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the psychological costs of work intensification and its impact on the uti¬ 

lization of nonworktime. Moreover, their casting of leisure in consum- 

erist terms may have deprived labor of a leisure theory based on self- 

improvement.66 

Yet these issues should not obscure the fact that short-hours move¬ 

ments contributed to a shift from a traditional to a modern leisure ethic. 

For many, the eight-hour day meant not merely increased disposable 

time but uniform worktime, compressed into as few hours as necessary 

to maintain production and income and separated from predictable, 

long blocks of time available tor family and leisure. This relatively new 

approach to the allocation of time stands in contrast to a traditional pat¬ 

tern of irregularity and the melding of time for work, family, and 

leisure. 

The Politics of Eight Hours, 1887—1892 

Between 1887 and 1892, the call for eight-hour legisla¬ 

tion dominated debate in both British and French labor circles. Indeed, 

it was probably the leading issue at the international level and was a 

major purpose of the Second International in 1889 and the first May 

Day demonstrations the following year. International support for the 

eight-hour day was, however, tentative. Support, while widening in 

Britain, was soft; and French adherence to the legal eight-hour day was 

tempered by suspicion of the parliamentary path and the institutional 

fragility of unions and the Left. 

Proposals for eight-hour legislation were defeated by a vote of 29 to 

79 at the British Trades Union Congress of 1887. Yet, by 1889, the 

power of the old guard had begun to wane in the midst of new unionist 

successes in organizing London dockers and orchestrating an eight- 

hour day for coal gas producers and female matchworkers. A successful 

eight-hour resolution for miners at the TUC in 1889 was followed in 

1890 by a proposal for the legal eight hours for all workers. This mea¬ 

sure was narrowly passed by a vote of 181 to 173. Despite this weak 

approval, support among skilled trades was not reflected in the negative 

votes of their leaders; even major opponents like Broadhurst and the 

Cotton Spinners reversed themselves by 1892.67 

The infant French Workers Party of Jules Guesde had supported a 

legal eight-hour day in 1880 and four years later adopted a German 

proposal calling for an international effort to win legislation. Guesde’s 
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trade union federation, organized in 1886, followed suit although its 

strength was largely limited to the textile and mining regions of the 

north and east.68 

The idea of an international eight-hour day was, of course, hardly 

new. It had been a major theme at the First International Workingman’s 

Association in 1866.69 At international trade union conferences held in 

Paris in 1886 and in London in 1888, Caesar de Paepe of Belgium at¬ 

tempted to revive the ideal of the defunct First International. Yet in 

both cases British delegates opposed international hours resolutions.70 

British antipathy was broader than a preference for voluntarism. It 

was also rooted in a well-known English mistrust of international labor 

action. The British government refused to join a Swiss parliamentary 

call for an international conference on labor legislation. Leaders of the 

TUC honored the request of their prime minister, Lord Salisbury, that 

they not vote in favor of hours legislation at a Paris meeting in July 

1889 that led to the founding of the Second International.71 

The inaugural Congress of the Second International, however, em¬ 

braced the plan of the American Federation of Labor; national unions 

organized simultaneous demonstrations on May 1, 1890, in favor of a 

legal eight-hour day. The goal was “the reducing of toil for those work¬ 

ing too hard [and] providing jobs for those who have none.” Shorter 

hours would bring “leisure, that is, life, liberty and action for the work¬ 

ing class.” Only if hours were reduced in unison across frontiers could 

the new labor standard be assured of success. While socialist delegates, 

of course, insisted that labor laws were insufficient, they argued that a 

reduction of work would “arrest the gradual degeneration of our race 

[and] aid the development and fitness of humanity for higher forms of 

society.”72 These sentiments, following the tradition of workers’ self¬ 

emancipation, dominated the language of eight-hour proponents into 

the 1920s. 

Not since 1848 had protest been on such an international scale as in 

May 1890. In preparation for May Day, a special journal, The Inter¬ 

national Eight-Hours Day, was published in Basel with American and 

European contributors. In France, meetings beginning in March 1890 

were widely held. The eight-hour propaganda sparked a strike among 

the coal miners of Westphalia. And one-day strikes and mass demon¬ 

strations took place on Thursday, May 1, in Vienna, Berlin, Rome, and 

Paris. Parades delivering petitions for the eight-hour day were held in 

hundreds of mining and manufacturing towns in Europe.73 

In Paris, the police formally prohibited street demonstrations; 500 

soldiers were posted at the Place de la Concorde. While Guesde ex- 
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pccted 200,000 to rally before the Palais Bourbon, Le Figaro claimed 

that only 50,000 joined the one-day strike. Paul Lafargue announced 

that May Day had become the “festival of the proletariat of the Two 

Worlds”—that America and Australia, who had been pioneers in the 

eight-hour movement, had joined the Old World in a global struggle 

for free time. Petition drives organized by socialist unions demanded 

not only eight-hour legislation, but the end to night work, a minimum 

wage, and other issues. The anarchosyndicalist press, however, de¬ 

nounced this appeal to the bourgeois state, offering instead the formula 

that May Day should be the “first act of a war” between the classes. 

Still, the idea of the trois huits had wide appeal.74 

The more practical British decided to wait until Sunday, May 4, 

when a large crowd could be assured without the risk of a one-day 

strike. Although there were two processions, one led by the London 

Trades Council and the other by the Bloomsbury Socialist Society, The 

Labour Tribune claimed that 250,000 participated. Skilled tradesmen in 

top hats and kid gloves walked among the roughly dressed dockers and 

women ropemakers and matchworkers. The parade took two hours to 

pass before Hvde Park corner; there were fifteen platforms for the 

speakers from the leading lights of the British Left and labor. The aged 

Friedrich Engels expressed the optimism of the moment: “The English 

proletariat, newly awakened from its forty years’ winter sleep, again 

enterjs] the movement of its class. . . . The grandchildren of the old 

Chartists are entering the line of battle.”75 

The eight-hour day was a powerful unifier for it promised something 

for nearly everybody. It would solve the problems of low wages, un¬ 

employment, the unpredictable work year, and the miseries of overwork. 

In manv ways, the eight-hour day was a panacea—a quick, relatively 

painless way of overcoming the weaknesses of labor, of catapulting it 

into a new stage of growth, and, for some, of accelerating the pace to¬ 

ward social revolution. Yet it was more than a fig leaf to disguise divi¬ 

sions. The eight-hour day expressed a nearly universal desire for free 

time that transcended the growing conflicts in that age of chauvinism. 

The Collapse and Significance of the 

Hours Movement, 1891 — 1912 

Implacable divisions within the labor movements and, 

even more important, the tenacious opposition of business and poli- 
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ticians made an international hours standard an unrealistic objective in 

the 1890s. The dreams of May Day 1890 became merely a pious list to 

be dredged up each year in ever more formal and futile propaganda 

efforts. 

Bills for the eight-hour day in 1890 and 1891 failed to get beyond 

preliminary parliamentary stages in either country. In France, an hours 

bill was passed in 1892, which merely provided a ten-hour day for chil¬ 

dren and an eleven-hour day for women in industry. In part as a result 

of the hours agitation, the British government decided early in 1891 to 

convene a Royal Commission on Labour. After lengthy testimony, 

completed in 1894, the majority report rejected significant state inter¬ 

vention to regulate worktime and only confirmed the vague powers of 

the Board of Trade to pressure employers in dangerous trades to reduce 

excessive worktime and to publish hours data.76 

An effective political alliance never formed. Only a portion of the 

British Liberal party joined the eight-hour cause while leaders such as 

A. J. Mundella and William Gladstone opposed it on classical liberal and 

economic principles.77 Potential allies among religious conservatives, 

who advocated a universal Sunday holiday, restricted shop hours, and 

reduced worktime for women and children, had litde in common with 

secular male trade unionists. The unions remained divided as to strategy 

despite the headway made by advocates of a legal eight hours. In France, 

the split between the Guesdist unions who favored parliamentary action 

and those anarchosyndicalists who gathered around the bourses du 

travail obviously weakened an already tiny trade union movement. Di¬ 

visions and confusions between redistributionism and productionism 

surely threatened the intellectual coherence of the movement.78 

Still political action was not an unqualified failure in Britain. Refusal 

of “Lib-Lab” members of Parliament in 1891 to support eight-hour 

bills helped spark the formation of a Labour Representation Commit¬ 

tee in the London Trades Council and the Independent Labour party. 

And, by 1894, TUC pressure obliged the Liberal government to grant 

eight-hour days in the government arsenal at Woolwich and later in 

other public facilities. The French followed suit after the election of a 

Radical government in 1899.79 In Britain, skilled trades like the book¬ 

binders and builders struck for a forty-cight-hour week, settling for 

compromises. Most of the 58,800 nongovernment British workers who 

had the eight-hour day in the 1890s were employed in firms whose 

owners voluntarily granted shorter workdays (e.g., some gasworks or 

progressive engineering firms). In France, however, even these small 

gains were nonexistent.80 
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Clearly in both countries, neither a political nor an industrial strategy 

was successful. The optimism of the period between 1886 and 1892 had 

faded in the midst of political impotence and internal divisions. The de¬ 

pression of 1892—1895 only further deflated the short-hours move¬ 

ment. The universalist goals of the legal eight hours seemed to narrow 

into demands for particularist legislation—weak eight-hour laws for 

coal miners (in 1905 in France and 1908 in Britain)—or capitulation to 

the old bourgeois notions of advancing protective labor legislation for 

the salvation of women and children. Religious and philanthropic re¬ 

formers played decisive roles in promoting the weekly rest law in France 

and early-shop-closing legislation in Britain. As in the past, these laws 

were sold to the public as a means of preserving the family and of pro¬ 

tecting women (see chapter 4). 

Some historians argue that the quest for a shorter worktime was al¬ 

ways ambiguous. The British TUC only lamely endorsed an hours law, 

and although the logic and justice of a universal standard was apparent 

to many leaders, workers rejected the statist solutions of the socialists, 

really preferring to “be left alone.”81 In France, the annual May Day 

ritual declined after the disheartening massacre at Fourmies in 1891. 

Worktime played a relatively small role in strikes: in the twenty years 

before the war onlv 15.5 percent of work stoppages involved stated 

hours grievances compared with the 63 percent concerned with wages. 

It is easy to understand why most labor historians have ignored work¬ 

time in the generation before 1914.82 

Still, it would be an exaggeration to assert that labor movements 

ceded the hours issue to middle- or upper-class reformers or that there 

was a decline of an autonomous working-class worktime movement. 

Unions independently sought early shop closings, weekly rest days, and 

the Saturday half-holiday as we shall demonstrate in the next chapter. 

The political effectiveness of labor everywhere was in its infancy. This 

impotence explains die conservative tactics of the union leaders. Clearly, 

the internationalism of the period between 1886 and 1892 proved also 

to be ephemeral. Not only was the Second International incapable of 

exercising any influence on national affairs, but it could not discipline 

national labor movements (especially in Britain and the United States). 

Most important, the general abandonment of the universal eight-hour 

day after the early 1890s reflects not ideological retrogression but the 

enormity of business opposition. 

The short-hours issue reappeared only at the crest of strike waves 

and was undertaken mostly by the best-situated unions. Surely the most 

important examples were the British engineers’ strike of 1897—1898 
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and general strikes in France in 1906. Numerous studies of the British 

engineering strike have emphasized union efforts to maintain control 

over work rules and machinery and the attempt of the newly organized 

Engineering Employers’ Federation to break or reduce union power.83 

Yet the strike of 1897—1898 began in London over efforts of engineers 

in private firms to share in the forty-eight-hour norm of government 

arms works. It was the Employers’ Federation that claimed that the 

strike was nothing but an attempt of the union to restrict the use of 

machinery and to preserve the privileges of the declining craft worker. 

The lockout ended in January 1898 after almost all firms rescinded the 

eight-hour day. The Engineering Employers’ Federation held fast to a 

fifty-four-hour week for its members until after World War I.84 

Throughout the strike the issue of worktime and its relationship 

with mechanization was clear. Union president George Barnes argued 

that a share of the increase in productivity should go to additional lei¬ 

sure time: “vast improvements in machinery,” he argued, had not been 

paralleled by wage increases and the “margin of leisure has been dimin¬ 

ished.” At the same time, Barnes added, “workmen are ever getting 

more conscious of new and laudable desires.” The only permanent way 

of enjoying the benefits of this increased productivity was not in higher 

wages, which “tend to melt away, as the unemployed roll grows larger 

with each recurring depression . . . [but] in shortening hours of la¬ 

bour.” Barnes attacked as diversionary disputes over machine use. The 

central issue was the economic possibility of the eight-hour day, already 

successful in progressive and government engineering firms.85 

The Engineering Employers’ Federation replied that the worker was 

fully compensated for mechanical improvements through wage in¬ 

creases and lower prices. What the workers were really demanding was 

“six weeks’ additional holiday every year.” The issue was not merely 

control over the work process or the preservation of skills, but the 

share-out and allocation of the fruits of increased productivity.86 

In France, the CGT revived the short-hours cause in 1904 as it dra¬ 

matically prepared to implement the slogan, “after May 1, 1906, we 

will no longer work more than eight hours per day.” Interest grew 

in 1899 after the introduction of the eight-hour day in post-office in¬ 

dustries and in 1902 following the vote in the Chamber for an eight- 

hour day for coal miners.87 In 1904, the CGT formed a special commit¬ 

tee for organizing propaganda. Hundreds of meetings in the trades and 

thousands of brochures, leaflets, and posters were published appealing 

to the cultural as well as economic advantages of the eight-hour day. 

Agitators like Emile Pougct, editor of the Vo lx du Peuple, saw the eight- 
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hour issue as a “springboard” for activism. Indeed, in 1906, the year of 

the height of hours agitation, 64 percent of the recorded strikes in 

France at least partially were concerned with hours (compared with 14 

percent in 1904).88 

Whereas metal and construction workers in Paris and some dockers 

supported this campaign, moderate printers’ unions opted for a negoti¬ 

ated nine-hour day and socialist parliamentarians rejected the appeal to 

direct action.8'' Enthusiasm had disappeared one month before May 1, 

1906. Perhaps no more than 115,000 participated in ninety-three 

strikes for the eight-hour day. Few concrete gains were made in these 

nineteen months of campaigning for shorter hours. The inability of the 

CGT syndicalists to achieve a wider success probably contributed to the 

decline of the ideology of direct action after 1906.90 

This failure, like that of the British engineers in 1898, should not be 

attributed to workers’ disinterest in worktime but to the enormous re¬ 

sistance of employers to this threat to their “freedom to manage.” In 

1906, French employers ignored the eight-hour demand and attempted 

to divert attention to the international linkages of the CGT and the syn¬ 

dicalist threat to the social order. 

In Britain there were numerous uphill battles for short hours in the 

two decades before the war. In 1894 blast-furnace operators attempted 

to replace the onerous system of two twelve-hour shifts with three daily 

stints of eight hours. Although this effort succeeded in only a few firms, 

this campaign was revived in 1905 and continued until the war. Loco¬ 

motive operators repeatedly lobbied the Board of Trade to pressure rail¬ 

roads into lowering hours. By 1912, both railway workers and engi¬ 

neers revived the eight-hour demand, again with no success.91 In 1911, 

the British printers’ unions demanded forty-eight hours just as they had 

in 1891 and 1900 only to meet employer intransigence. The underlying 

issue was the preservation of jobs, but like the agitation against the pre¬ 

mium bonus system in the engineering trade, it was also a protest 

against the intensification of work.92 

Surely the most important example in Britain of the difficult task of 

negotiating worktime reductions was the struggle for a miners’ eight- 

hour day. It was first proposed in Parliament in 1890 and was repeat¬ 

edly frustrated by the resistance of the Northumberland and Durham 

miners; in 1906 the Liberal government finally supported an eight- 

hour bill and a select committee supported legislation. Still it was only 

in 1908, after two years of unrelenting lobbying by the Mining Asso¬ 

ciation, that an eight-hour law was passed.93 

The eight-hour day came for most workers only in the aftermath of 



78 A Quest for Time 

World War I, some thirty-three years after it was first seriously proposed. 

Only then was the political and ideological opposition to the eight- 

hour day overcome. First, improvements in productivity from increased 

mechanization and scientific management proved that reduced hours 

did not necessarily mean less production or lower wages. Second, a non¬ 

socialist international movement for labor legislation, which emerged 

between 1890 and 1919, legitimized the radical idea that a simultane¬ 

ous reduction of working hours could prevent any nation from gaining 

a competitive advantage. Third, policy makers began to realize that in¬ 

creased leisure would be used in family life and consumption rather 

than destabilizing forms of free time (like alcohol abuse or radical 

agitation). 

Winning the eight-hour day required the mobilization not only of 

organized labor but of an interclass political coalition. Ultimately it 

needed an international network. In the context of the increasing inter¬ 

national struggle for markets, the eight-hour movement of the late 

nineteenth century lacked sufficient ideological clarity and, more im¬ 

portant, political cohesiveness. Only after another generation of agita¬ 

tion and persuasion, and of coalition building, could the eight-hour day 

erupt on the industrial scene. It is to this history that the next two chap¬ 

ters are devoted. 



4 
Family Time and Consumption 
Time: Shop Hours and the 
Origins of the Weekend 

The modern conflicts between family and production 

have concerned social theorists and reformers since industrialization be¬ 

gan to undercut the domestic economy and to separate work from fam¬ 

ily life. Attempts to liberate domestic and leisure time from the market 

were central to the Factory Acts and short-hours movements. Perhaps 

even more important were the parallel efforts to free continuous blocks 

of time from market labor. Nineteenth-century reformers insisted that a 

period of uninterrupted freedom from wage work—first a full day and 

then a day and a half per week—was essential to the restoration of tra¬ 

ditional values. It meant the “reunion” of family, the cultivation of 

religious values, escape from urban work environments, and the de¬ 

velopment of “rational recreation.” Unlike the short-hours struggles, 

movements for the “weekend” (and also the annual vacation) were 

often orchestrated by social and religious conservatives. Against the de¬ 

mands of the market, these conservatives proclaimed the right to, and 

indeed necessity of, leisure as an antidote to the social divisiveness of 

economic competition and as a means of preserving cultural values. 

At the same time, one of the principal purposes of “free time” was to 

consume. As industrialization deprived domestic units of their produc- 

79 
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five function, “family time” was increasingly devoted to shopping. And 

as the free time of industrial workers increased so did their demand for 

recreational facilities. Both trends conflicted with the autonomous time 

of workers in the distribution and leisure industries. Where production 

workers experienced long hours and full six-day workweeks, retail and 

leisure trades had little choice but to keep even later and often Sunday 

hours. Competition for customers often frustrated the collective inter¬ 

est of shopkeepers in restricting hours and in “efficiently” concentrating 

consumption time. Finally, conflicts arose over what types of services 

were to be available during the free hours of workers. Must bars and 

music halls as well as excursion trains and pharmacies be kept open late 

and on Sunday? Was it acceptable to sacrifice the free time of any par¬ 

ticular group of service workers for the “general” good? 

These issues often separated production workers from distribution 

and leisure workers; they sometimes also divided labor from conser¬ 

vative advocates of leisure time. These contradictions appeared most 

clearly in the problems of the early-shop-closing movements in Britain 

and the Sunday Rest campaigns in France. 

Both of these movements, whose roots were in the early nineteenth 

century, reached their climax in the generation before World War I. 

They were largely championed by social and religious conservatives. 

Their patronizing goal of “restoring” traditional values and advocacy 

of the interests of shopkeepers did not always coincide with the time 

interests of the production workers who dominated the unions. 

Yet we cannot identify the quest for the weekend and shop closing 

with “reactionary” elites. Production workers had their own agenda for 

pursuing weekend time (although they were slow to develop this goal) 

and commercial employees were capable of independent action in de¬ 

fense of free time. Labor historians have often neglected this problem 

between work and family (leisure) and have sometimes overemphasized 

working people’s concerns with economic issues and the workplace. 

Those intellectual and political historians who have addressed this 

problem have generally posed it in terms of the cultural agendas of con¬ 

servative elites and their attempts to impose these values on the work¬ 

ing classes. As a result, they have largely ignored the desire of labor for 

leisure and family time. 

This chapter will attempt to fill these gaps by addressing the cultural 

content of the movements for weekly rest and early shop closing. By 

leaving to others the complex (and interesting) political history of these 

movements, I will focus on the ideal of continuous free time, conflicts 

between distribution and production workers in the pursuit of that 
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goal, and the relationship between elite norms and working-class values 

in the quest for leisure and family time. 

Shop Time and Rest Days: 

British and French Patterns, 1800-1880 

The traditional drabness of British nightlife and Sundays 

in contrast to French “gaiety”—at least in Paris—is a common stereo¬ 

type.1 Beyond this tourist perception was, however, a measurable differ¬ 

ence in attitudes toward continuous leisure and, especially, consump¬ 

tion time. British Sabbatarian traditions dating from the seventeenth 

century were revived in the 1830s. By contrast, in France the obser¬ 

vance of Sunday shop and workplace closure was never strong before 

the Revolution; and in the nineteenth century, despite the Restoration’s 

Sabbath law of 1814, not only French markets and entertainments 

remained open on Sundays but so did a wide variety of other retail 

businesses and even some industries. British Sabbatarian societies were 

influential fifty years before and were more successful than similar orga¬ 

nizations in France. Whereas British merchants were able to restrict 

business hours in the early twentieth century, their French counterparts 

never made a similar effort. 

British Sabbatarianism, at times linked to temperance, was revived in 

1831 with the Lord’s Day Observation Society. This and similar groups 

organized to enforce powerful Sunday closing laws. They pushed for 

parliamentary commissions in 1832, 1847, and 1850 to control re¬ 

sidual Sunday trading without success. Major campaigns were waged 

against Sunday railroad, canal, and mail services. Competition for sales 

among retailers and resistance of consumers, especially in working-class 

districts, frustrated Sabbatarian zeal. A working-class demonstration in 

Hyde Park in June 1855 against efforts of London merchants to limit 

Sunday markets further culminated mounting displeasure over a law 

passed in 1854 that closed pubs on Sunday afternoons.2 Up to 150,000 

workmen barricaded nervous wealthy promenaders in the park and 

shouted at them, “Go to church!” Soon thereafter pubs were reopened 

most of Sunday afternoon. This boisterous rally, which shocked many 

in the post-Chartist lull of labor activity, was proof of the distance be¬ 

tween the church-sponsored Sabbatarian campaign and the aspirations 

of workers for unrestrained leisure on Sundays.3 

Still, English Sabbatarians won a prohibition against brass bands in 
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the parks on Sundays, saw the withholding of some music hall licenses 

in the 1880s, and managed to block the Sunday opening of the British 

Museum and National Gallery until 1896. Despite the fact that Sunday 

was the only day in the week available for amusement, for the rigorous 

English Christian the Sabbath should be spent in church and in reli¬ 

gious study; and those not sharing this ideal should not be allowed to 

flaunt their impiety in public. The various Lord’s Day committees were 

composed mostly of rather inflexible and perhaps insecure members of 

the influential commercial and gentry classes; they saw respect of God’s 

law as a barrier against general subversion of authority.4 

The founding in 1855 of the National Sunday League reflected a dif¬ 

ferent approach to Sunday leisure: the league rejected the dogmatism 

and negativity of the Sabbatarians and encouraged wholesome “rational” 

recreation such as brass band concerts in parks and the opening of mu¬ 

seums and galleries on Sunday as alternatives to “degrading amuse¬ 

ments.” In 1858, the London-based Sunday Rest Association was 

formed to encourage the closure of shops in poor districts. It attempted 

to broaden its appeal beyond the pious to include “all philanthropists.” 

This association stressed not worship but the therapeutic and social 

benefits of a “day of rest throughout the year.” Sunday freedom from 

work and shopping would bring peace to the home by ending the 

hectic “turmoil” of the Sunday market. The image of Sunday as a 

day for the restoration of moral as well as physical faculties became a 

commonplace.5 

These campaigns in Britain for Sunday rest were not entirely success¬ 

ful: as late as 1890, seasonal and continuous process trades (like brick¬ 

making and metallurgy) remained seven-day jobs; and Sunday em¬ 

ployment on the railroads was common despite periodic Sabbatarian 

pressure since the 1830s. Moreover, after 1871, the Lord’s Day Acts 

were relaxed for a variety of convenience shops, including tobacconists, 

newsagents, and confectioners. Still, for the vast majority, Sunday was a 

day of rest—if not excitement. In the twentieth century, the British 

continued to argue against the propriety of popular entertainment 

and even (into the 1930s) of showing films on the Sabbath. The most 

common diversions on Sunday were focused on the pub (despite its 

limited hours), rail excursions, and the ritual reading of two or more 

newspapers.6 

The French Sabbatarian movement was a pale shadow of the British. 

France had perhaps the least regulated labor market and the longest 

worktime of any industrial nation in the late nineteenth century. Work- 
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days of twelve hours (often seven days a week) were common during 

rush seasons in steelmaking, construction, and food processing. Glass 

and paper makers, construction workers, railroad guards, distillery la¬ 

borers, and the vast numbers of bakers, butchers, waiters, and store 

clerks labored seven days a week. In some continuous process indus¬ 

tries, the costs of a weekly shutdown meant that these plants operated 

every day.7 

The seasonal and petty businesses that predominated in French cities 

and towns were ill-adapted even to a weekly closure of business. Pres¬ 

sures for rapid fulfillment of contracts led industries dependent upon 

weather (like construction) or annual market changes (like the garment 

industries) to work continuously except in the “dead season.” Many re¬ 

tailers felt obliged to open on Sunday (at least until noon) in order to 

accommodate the consumer needs of the laborer and farmer whose 

workweek extended until 6:00 p.m. or later on Saturday. Even small 

clothing stores, especially those in working-class districts, opened on 

Sunday. Only on the Sabbath did they have a competitive advantage 

over the new city-center department stores, which were closed that day. 

To retain customers, these small businesses had little to offer the buyer 

but the convenience of long hours of service.8 

These factors militated against a universal weekly rest in all indus¬ 

trializing countries. Yet they were more extreme in the French case, es¬ 

pecially in comparison with the Anglo-American world. In France, the 

influence of a militant anti-Catholicism was clear in the 1880 repeal of 

the Sunday closing law of 1814. Surely more important was the fact 

that the long workweek of industrial wage earners in France required an 

even longer workweek for commercial workers in order to accommo¬ 

date the consumption needs of blue-collar workers. Because there was a 

larger percentage of employed married women in France than in Britain 

(56 percent in France in 1906—20 percent excluding farm workers— 

compared with 9 percent in Britain in 1911), working-class shopping 

and services had to be concentrated in hours after work. French 

women—expected to shop and maintain house, as well as to earn 

wages—required late and Sunday shop hours.9 Far more than the 

French love of “gaiety” went into the furor of French Sundays. 

A custom closely related to the Sabbath was the Saturday half-holiday. 

This medieval practice was associated with the preparation for Sunday 

(or other holy days) and, in the cottage economy, with the “handing in” 

of work on Saturday mornings. By the eighteenth century, however, the 

Saturday half-holiday had largely disappeared except in schools, parlia- 
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mcnts, and courts. It sometimes competed with another form of half¬ 

holiday, Saint Monday. In England, a Monday vacation was common 

among engineers and some other skilled trades as at least a partial day of 

leisure following the Saturday pay day; sometimes it was necessitated 

by the late arrival of work materials to start the new week. It survived 

into the 1860s and in parts of the Midlands into the 1880s.10 

In Britain, beginning in the 1830s, skilled building trades began to 

negotiate for shorter Saturdays. Moreover, in the 1840s, workers in 

shops and offices with the aid of their employers insisted on an early 

Saturday closing (at 4:00 p.m. and later 2:00 p.m.). In the 1850 Factory 

Act, women and children were granted a 2:00 p.m. Saturday finish (fol¬ 

lowing the custom of releasing child textile workers early on Saturday). 

As the provisions of the Factory Act were broadened to include other 

industries, the Saturday half-holiday was not only granted to a wide as¬ 

sortment of “protected” workers, but also to men who often could not 

work without the collaboration of women and children.11 

It has been sometimes claimed that skilled male workers were coerced 

into trading the hallowed tradition of Saint Monday for the presumably 

less threatening practice of the Saturday half-holiday. This may have 

been true in the engineering trades of Coventry or Manchester when 

increased mechanization and work discipline obliged punctuality on 

Monday morning and forced workers to abandon an irregular work¬ 

week. Yet these cases are surely the exception. Instead, a combination of 

trade union pressure, middle-class paternalism, and the Factory Acts 

made the Saturday early quitting time nearly universal in British em¬ 
ployment by the 1890s.12 

In contrast, the “Saint Lundi” of French workers from the mid¬ 

nineteenth century gradually disappeared without the compensatory 

free afternoon on Saturday. In practically no industries was Saturday a 

shorter workday. The Saturday half-holiday was so rare that it was 

known in France as the semaine anglaise. This only made more pressing 

the need for Sunday trading to accommodate the shopping of these 
workers.13 

The French practice ot Saint Lundi, common in relatively well-paid 

and male-dominated industries (like tailoring and construction), de¬ 

clined by the 1870s; yet absenteeism on Monday continued to run high 

and French workers showed a late and ambiguous support for the 

semaine anglaise. Moreover, in some textile houses, employers granted 

women workers an early quitting time on Monday evening in order to 
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facilitate shopping. In any case the business week in many trades (e.g., 

laundry, food-processing) culminated only on Saturday, while Monday 

and even Tuesday were relatively slack workdays. This traditional rhythm 

of the workweek was slow to die in France despite the widespread 

propaganda against Saint Monday.14 

By the 1850s, in Britain the Saturday half-holiday had become an 

important symbol of family life and of the therapeutic value of leisure. 

Reformers argued that not only were Saturday afternoons to be used to 

improve physical conditioning of young men (for voluntary military 

service), but to provide fathers with the opportunity to spend time 

with their children. Saturday afternoons would give man the leisure to 

develop “a power over his [childrens1] minds, and to exercise a more 

genial and trustworthy authority than that which would be merely 

granted to his position as a parent.” Not only a change of attitude but 

real time was necessary for the new “democratic” style of childrearing.15 

Saturday half-holiday alone would bring physical and mental restora¬ 

tion. This language reflects the erosion of the old religious ideas of Sab¬ 

batarianism and their replacement by the rhetoric of biological equi¬ 

librium: weekly exertion and care was to be balanced by weekend rest 

and reflection.16 

More concretely, reformers argued that Saturday afternoons should 

be utilized for shopping and male recreation so that Sunday could be 

more fully devoted to rest, worship, and family togetherness. The Early 

Closing Association (ECA) in the 1850s advocated a Saturday half¬ 

holiday in combination with early payment on Friday (instead of Satur¬ 

day evenings) as an antidote to late Saturday or Sunday shopping. If 

industrial workers devoted Saturday afternoon to shopping, this would 

liberate the Saturday nights and Sundays of distribution workers.17 

In both Britain and France the idea of weekly rest had subtly shifted 

from the mere defense of the religious calendar to the notion that time 

away from economic competition and industrial toil was a biological 

and social necessity. Increasingly the self-discipline of the work ethic 

was challenged by the morality of rational recreation. For various rea¬ 

sons this shift was sited at the sales counter rather than at the work¬ 

bench. Not only did sales clerks (and sometimes office personnel) work 

longer hours than did production workers—extending their service 

through the weekend—but many came from (or aspired to) the middle 

class and thus were appropriate targets for the middle-class reform of 

rational recreation. Although both weekly rest and early shop closing 
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were closely related ideas, because of the early success of British Sab¬ 

batarianism, the British were able to move on to the second goal long 

before the French. 

Early Closing in Britain, 1842—1928 

When a group of London drapery shopworkers orga¬ 

nized the ECA in 1842, retail stores expected their clerks to work from 

8:00 a.m. to9:00 p.m. Grocers and pharmacies remained open 7:00 a.m. 

to 10:00 or even 11:00 p.m. Saturday hours often extended to 11:00 or 

12:00 p.m. with cleanup following to 1:00 a.m.18 

Late Saturday hours prevailed especially in working-class residential 

neighborhoods. There, shopping was a form of Saturday night family 

entertainment when the lights and shop wares attracted thousands 

along the otherwise drab city streets. Working-class families commonly 

did their grocery shopping late on Saturday night, sometimes after the 

pubs closed at 11:00 p.m. or following music hall performances. Some 

grocers reopened on Sunday morning to accommodate late-hour work¬ 

ers. As late as 1890, early-closing advocate Thomas Sutherst estimated 

that 25 percent of shopworkers labored ninety hours per week, and 

50 percent worked eighty hours. Perhaps an eighty-five-hour week was 

the norm.19 

The ECA was the most important organization that attempted to 

challenge these hours. From the beginning it favored voluntarism and 

appeals to the Christian consciences of well-to-do customers. For ex¬ 

ample, in July 1857, the ECA organized meetings of dressmakers’ as¬ 

sistants and milliners to hear a speech by the bishop of Oxford; he not 

only blamed long hours on the “selfishness and monopolizing spirit of 

certain employers” but he called on the ladies of London to allow rea¬ 

sonable time for dressmaking. The ECA, however, was primarily con¬ 

cerned with the hours of young (often middle-class) male white-collar 

employees. In February 1856, ECA leader James Duke called on Lord 

Campbell, justice at the Court of the Queen’s Bench, to finish business 

at 2:00 p.m. on Saturday, a successful effort at freeing young legal Bob 

Cratchits for an “extended weekend.” This gesture was gradually fol¬ 

lowed by other courts. In May 1857, leading Tory churchmen pressed 

officials to close government offices, dockyards, and arsenals at 2:00 p.m. 

on Saturdays as an example to private business. The closure of the Stock 
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Exchanges at 2:00 p.m. on Saturday in 1855 rapidly led banking, insur¬ 

ance, and wholesale houses to follow suit.20 These were relatively easy 

victories for they were as beneficial to judges, lawyers, and bankers as to 

their junior clerks. 

A more formidable task was to obtain the earlier closure of London 

stores. By 1853, the ECA was divided into twelve London districts that, 

with the assistance of Anglican rectors and Ladies Auxiliary Commit¬ 

tees, sought agreements between merchants to close daily at 8:00 p.m. 

Shop assistants and owners joined together to eliminate an hour at the 

counter. At first such pledges were successful only in central London. 

Drapers were obviously more responsive than were grocers. By 1858, 

the most common tactic was to employ volunteer canvassers to per¬ 

suade shopkeepers to close at 7:00 p.m., at least in the winter. The ECA 

or similar organizations were also active outside London, again led by 

clergy and “influential men.” In Bradford, for example, as early as 1849 

most dry goods merchants agreed to close at 7:00 p.m. in winter. Be¬ 

cause retail shops did most of their business Saturday afternoon and 

evening, the pragmatic ECAs persuaded shops to close early on one 

weekday in compensation for a long Saturday.21 

The ECA was closely linked to the rational recreation movement. The 

ECA at first appealed directly to merchants, asking them to aid the 

physical and moral development of their young male assistants. In 

1843, a prize essay (awarded by the Drapers’ Association) stressed the 

physiological consequences of long shop hours: “The human body 

stands in certain established relationships to the external world and is 

placed in an economy of fixed organic laws, upon the strict observance 

of which, under God, its well-being depends.” Long shop working 

hours necessarily violated these laws. Store workers lacked sufficient 

“pure air.” They were deprived of daily contact with plants and were 

subject to the stale atmosphere of the closed shop (which grew worse in 

the evenings because gas lighting competed with humans for oxygen). 

Physical exhaustion was less a problem than improper use of muscles: 

shop assistants were “all day on the move, yet never in exercise.”22 

Still it was the moral consequences of long hours for male clerks that 

were the most forcefully opposed. The language was vintage rational 

recreation. Only by releasing these employees earlier could they culti¬ 

vate “rational enjoyments.” Instead, practically the only amusements 

available after 9:00 p.m. when they closed shop were the vices offered 

by the pub and the street. In 1843, Thomas Honibone argued that 

“confinement so long . . . produces a morbid state of feeling,” and that 
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for relief shop assistants needed “outdoor exercise.” He even claimed 

that their fifteen-hour workdays developed in them an “excessive faith 

in wealth, extremely prejudicial to the growth of moral affections.” Fi¬ 

nally, these early advocates of early shop closing stressed that a reduc¬ 

tion of store hours was in the owners’ interest: early closing would de¬ 

crease gas and coal consumption; and because the “public would be 

compelled to purchase what they required at much shorter intervals, 

business throughout the day would be more brisk, and time enjoyed for 

profitable purposes.”23 

The ECA went beyond the negativity of the early temperance and 

Sabbatarian movements for a more positive view of leisure. Free time 

was a “growing necessity for relaxation from the pressure of business.” 

The increasing problem of drink was the result of employees “too much 

exhausted to find [enjoyment] in natural rest.” Saturday afternoon was 

an opportunity for “employers extending to those in their service in¬ 

creased facilities for moral improvement and healthful recreation.” The 

half-holiday would provide “innocent relaxation . . . [and] remove the 

present temptations to misspend Sunday.”24 

This stress upon the moral betterment of young male clerks and re¬ 

tail assistants gradually gave way to a somewhat different focus: the self- 

interest of shopkeepers for freedom from the confines of the counter 

and secondarily the needs of a growing group of female shopworkers. 

Although prominent Lords continued to patronize this movement, by 

1870 the ECA had become the agency of shopkeepers. 

At the same time, the inability of owners to reduce shop hours with¬ 

out legal constraints became increasingly obvious. While the ECA held 

fast to the voluntarism of the 1850s, Tory member of Parliament John 

Lubbock proposed legislation in 1873 to restrict the hours of young 

women and children who served as shop assistants. In the same year, a 

“Traders’ Committee” in London proposed a bill to enforce shop clos¬ 

ing at 8:00 p.m. Only in 1886 did the rising tide of “statism” over¬ 

whelm the ECA: Lubbock was elected to the board of the ECA, which, 

in turn, narrowly voted for legal action. Because of the inability of the 

more substantial shopkeepers to oblige stores in the “poorest localities 

of the great cities” to close earlier, legal action seemed inevitable.25 

Despite the public support of parliamentary leaders like Lord Sal¬ 

isbury, Joseph Chamberlain, and Herbert Gladstone, legislation was 

painfully slow and inadequate.26 An 1887 law only provided a seventy- 

four-hour limit on the workweeks of women and children up to eighteen 

years of age. It failed to address the problem of the competition of fam- 
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ily businesses where no worktime controls were imposed. Women trade 

unionists viewed this law as discriminatory—a threat to women’s jobs.27 

Again, in 1901, when another select committee studied shop hours, 

290 trade associations formally supported an optional two-thirds ma¬ 

jority closure by local governmental “order.” Although in 1904 this 

modest proposal became law, by 1909 only fifteen thousand shops were 

covered by these local “orders” and many allowed shops to remain open 

as late as 11:00 p.m. In 1903, Charles Dilke proposed a complex shop 

closing bill along with a maximum workweek of sixty hours for em¬ 

ployees. Although Home Minister Herbert Gladstone supported this 

bill in 1909, shopkeepers were skeptical that a uniform shop closure act 

would pass. Indeed, Gladstone soon abandoned this concept, relying 

instead on the voluntary option provisions of the 1904 act. This, of 

course, placed all of the burden on stores with employees (whose hours 

were to be restricted to sixty per week). This gave small family shops a 

competitive advantage. As a result, tradesmen’s organizations aban¬ 

doned the proposal; and the new law, marshaled through Parliament by 

the young Winston Churchill in 1912, did no more than grant shop 

assistants freedom one weekday at 1:30 p.m.28 

At first glance this mediocre record is surprising. The only organized 

opponents of early closing in the 1901 hearings were pawnbrokers and 

liquor store owners whose business was often concentrated between 

8:00 and 11:00 p.m. Yet tradesmen in poor districts as well as those in 

middle-class neighborhoods supported legislation. This proposal was 

clearly directed against the marginal family shops on the “side streets” 

in an effort to oblige them to conform to the hours standard of the 

more substantial stores. Only a law would prevent the competitive pres¬ 

sure of creeping hours.29 

Small but growing organizations of shop assistants also supported 

early closing in the 1890s. Even the trade unions were not hostile to 

early shop closure. For example, in 1901 the Glasgow United Trades 

Council affirmed that most male workers or their wives shopped either 

immediately after work (between 5:30 and 6:00 p.m.) or right after 

dinner. These workers admitted that, although they might well shop 

later if stores remained open, there surely was no need for it.30 

How then do we explain the difficulty in passing legislation? Michael 

Winstanley, a historian of early shop closing, argues that the liberal 

ideological scruples of the politicians impeded early-closing legislation. 

While it was acceptable to “protect” minors from unhealthful periods of 

labor, it was hardly admissible to constrain free enterprise (especially 
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when it did not clearly serve the public interest) by obliging entrepre¬ 

neurs to close shop early. Parliament could compromise by tolerating 

such controls if they were voluntary and were set at the local level. The 

alternative solution within this ideological framework was to have lim¬ 

ited the hours of employees; this, however, placed family shops at 

a distinct advantage. The idea of using shift workers to accommodate 

both public convenience and the leisure of distribution staffs and own¬ 

ers was either not considered or it was clearly rejected (e.g., in the 

1920s) as a threat to family and social time.31 

Another impediment to regulation involved divisions within the 

ranks of British shopkeepers. Although repeated surveys by the ECA 

found a majority of store owners supporting early closing, substantial 

minorities “refused to reply.” In an ECA survey in London in 1900, 

only 53 percent of the shops supported early-closing legislation while 

most of the rest “could not be reached.” Small shops with little stock 

and with insufficient turnover to discount prices had nothing to offer 

consumers but the convenience of long hours. This was even truer with 

costermongers and street market sellers. Some 30 of the roughly 120 

London street markets regularly opened on Sunday morning. None of 

these groups, although unorganized, would support early-closing laws.32 

Divisions between shopkeepers and their assistants also impeded 

early shop closing. In 1881, a London lawyer, Thomas Sutherst, orga¬ 

nized the Shop Hours’ Labor League, which pressed for a legislative 

alternative to the voluntarism of the ECA. Sutherst condemned the 

ECA as indifferent to workers’ conditions and essentially an employer- 

run organization. Although at first Sutherst wanted the Factory Acts to 

be applied to all white-collar workers, by 1886 he more pragmatically 

endorsed the idea of early closing.33 

By 1889, the league was transformed into the National Union of 

Shop Assistants. This group long remained a tiny enclave of mostly 

male employees; by 1910 perhaps twenty thousand belonged. Although 

over one million shop employees were enumerated in 1910, they were 

dispersed in 460,000 shops. Despite the impotence of the Shop Assis¬ 

tants, hostility between them and the ECA grew in the 1890s: individ¬ 

ual retail workers ceased to support the ECA and the Shop Assistants 

increasingly saw the ECA as powerless (outside of London) and as a 

competitor with trade unionism.34 

British retail clerks were an independent force for reduced shop 

hours and they had their own agenda: they opposed the lack of regular 

and sufficient lunch and tea breaks and the custom of working an hour 
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or more after the shop closed for “straightened up stock.” Shop as¬ 

sistants also protested die old practice of “living in,” especially for adult 

workers.35 Anxiety ot shop employees for their future animated this 

movement. One member from Liverpool claimed that 50 percent of the 

male assistants ended up on the docks after they lost their “young and 

smart appearance.” Because few shopworkers became owners, few were 

willing to sacrifice the present for an unlikely future. Instead of expect¬ 

ing the independence ot the entrepreneur, shop assistants increasingly 

demanded the freedoms of labor—time at their disposal in exchange for 

wage work.36 

Although shop assistant organizations shared with their employers a 

desire to reduce store hours, the ECA remained primarily a front for 

retail trade associations with close links to the aristocracy and the Tor¬ 

ies. Although the 1912 Shop Closing Act was a failure, the ECA finally 

succeeded during the war. In January 1915, under the pretense of con¬ 

serving fuel, the ECA petitioned the government to order shops to 

close at 7:00 p.m. on most weekdays and 9:00 p.m. on Saturdays. By 

October, the ECA convinced the government to adopt its proposal 

under emergency war powers. But again a surprise parliamentary ma¬ 

neuver in the Commons led the home secretary to replace a closing 

hour of 7:00 p.m. with a more modest 8:00 p.m.37 

For ten years after the war, the ECA was able to extend the wartime 

hours rules even though they encountered persistent opposition. In 

March 1919, the ECA formally endorsed the goal of shop assistants 

for a forty-eight-hour week as necessary for the “nation’s health and 

strength.” Both groups rejected the idea of shift work. Yet the shop 

assistants’ unions remained unreliable soldiers for the ECA. Class and 

cultural chasms were not so easily bridged. Moreover, the TUC was 

lukewarm to the early-closing program. For example, in 1918, unions 

supported the government when it tolerated shops that remained open 

until 10:00 p.m. in east London. The eight-hour day allowed a 5:00 p.m. 

quitting time for most production workers, which justified the closure 

of shops at 7:00 instead of 8:00 p.m. Yet few workers were willing to 

give up the convenience of an additional hour of consumption time. 

And only half of the confectioners, chemists, newsagents, and second¬ 

hand clothing dealers favored early closing; majorities of shopkeepers 

in working-class London districts opposed controls.38 

However, it was not merely the ECA’s conflict with labor and petty 

tradesmen that was the problem. Consumers of all classes—and through 

them, the pressure of competition—frustrated the leisure goals of the 
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shopkeepers and their workers. Even the ECA admitted that the “resis¬ 

tance of consumers” frustrated the proposal of the London Suburban 

Drapery Trades for a general lockup on Saturday afternoon. Moreover, 

in 1921 the government passed new regulations of shop hours that 

allowed confectioners and newsagents to remain open until 9:30 p.m. 

This rule benefited consumers more than business. In the 1927 hear¬ 

ings on shop hours, newsagents’ trade associations asked not to be 

exempt from the shop closing rules. In some areas confectioners de¬ 

sired a special “order” for an 8:00 p.m. closing but lacked resources to 

win it. The committee rejected these appeals in the name of public 

convenience.39 

The result of these conflicting forces was the 1928 Shop Closing 

Act. It essentially endorsed the status quo. To be sure, stores in cen¬ 

tral business districts increasingly closed at 7:00 p.m. Still, lockup at 

8:00 p.m. remained legal. The 1928 law was designed for the shop¬ 

keepers, not their employees, who could be obliged to work after clo¬ 

sure. The only restriction on employees’ worktime was the 1887 law 

that limited the labor of children to seventy-four hours per week. The 

Shop Assistants Union from 1919 had continuously pressed for a forty- 

eight-hour maximum, which was won for minors only in the 1930s.40 

The ECA, throughout the 1920s, remained a powerful “vigilance 

committee” guaranteeing the enforcement of early closing as well as 

sponsoring middle-class leisure. The association in London organized 

weekend excursions to romantic castles; and the group was a principal 

supporter of daylight savings time as a means of extending after-hours 

outdoor recreation.41 

Despite their limited victory, the ECA provided a clear expression of 

the leisure objectives of British commerce. Their French counterparts, 

by contrast, lacked the cohesion and single-mindedness to achieve par¬ 

allel goals. Instead, French moralists and retail workers struggled for 

the more modest goal—a leisure minimum of a Sunday holiday. 

Sunday Rest in France, 1889—1910 

The movement for a weekly day of rest in France was 

more impassioned and met more resistance than similar efforts else¬ 

where. Its beginnings in 1853, when R. P. Picard founded the French 

Association for Rest and the Sanctification of Sunday, were hardly 

promising. Picard, a former president of the Society of St. Vincent, 
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with links to Catholic royalist philanthropy, never was able to make this 

group anything but a pale reflection of British and American Sabbatar¬ 

ian organizations. It limped along with perhaps three thousand mem¬ 

bers by 1889. In response to years of effort, a few lightly traveled train 

stations were closed Sunday mornings and some pharmacies in provin¬ 

cial towns agreed to open only on alternative Sundays. Yet most store¬ 

keepers would do no more than offer their employees the “equivalent” 

of a Sunday rest in two half-days off' or a two-week “vacation” during 

seasonal business lulls. When Sabbatarians won voluntary shop closings 

in some Catholic centers (e.g., Dijon and Le Havre), soon violators 

caused nearly universal return to the seven-day week.42 

European and American Sabbatarians convened at the Paris Exhibi¬ 

tion in 1889 in an International Congress for Weekly Rest. Like the 

ECA (and the Second International, which was founded at the same 

time and place), these Sabbatarians concluded that the only solution to 

the problem of economic individualism was legislation. French Catho¬ 

lic promoters of the “Lord’s Day” had finally concluded that this very 

concept met with intractable opposition from strong anticlerical ele¬ 

ments within the Chamber of Deputies. As one delegate put it, “Phari¬ 

saic Sunday Laws had failed to protect the Church.” Not only must 

Catholics cease opposing “modern ways,” but they must stop seeking 

special laws for religion; instead they should promote “social laws” in 

coalition with “philanthropists.”43 

These early advocates of a social Kalliement of Catholics to the Re¬ 

public went in two ideological directions. First, they clothed Sabbatar¬ 

ian piety in the language of physiological necessity. An emerging school 

of hygienists and public health physicians were enlisted to argue that 

weekly rest lengthened life (by seven years according to one estimate); 

Sunday rest raised the oxygen levels of workers and improved circula¬ 

tion necessary to avoid various diseases, from tuberculosis to hemor¬ 

rhoids. Others claimed that a free day would reduce the fatigue that 

currently tempted the worker to “restore the inadequacy of his intellec¬ 

tual and physical forces with alcohol.” Harmful “stimulation” rather 

than beneficial recreation were the fruit of unrelieved toil. Sunday rest 

was in the national interest, Catholics asserted; it was a means of restor¬ 

ing health to the fatigued masses and thus of guaranteeing a refreshed 

“race” and higher rates of fertility. These ideas, so similar to the British 

language of rational recreation, could win a wide audience in this na¬ 

tion that was losing the demographic battle with the enemy, outre- 

Rhine,44 

Still probably more important was the second approach—the claim 
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that Sunday rest would restore family life: all work should cease one day 

a week (“habitually” on Sunday) as a guarantee that family roles could 

be fully played. If the day of rest were rotated between different groups 

of workers, the degradation of shiftless leisure would be perpetuated; 

each working morning would be a Saint Lundi for those who had 

wasted their day off' the night before. By contrast, a universal day of 

leisure would assure the “intimacy of the couple and link . . . them to 

their family, encouraging the moral union of the household and the 

education of the children.”45 

This shift from “communion with God” to the “sweetness of the 

foyer” represents a fundamental shift in the discourse of the conser¬ 

vative struggle against the Time-Moloch of industrial and commercial 

society. This ideology was hardly new in the movement for a weekly 

rest. Still, it reveals an important model for the use of nonworktime 

more in tune with a mobile and individualistic society. Late nineteenth- 

century Sabbatarianism represented a basic shift from the seasonal 

Catholic calendar built around priest and parish to a calendar grounded 

in the regularity of weekly time spent developing the essential “moral 

cell of society”—the nuclear family. 

This ideology also “gendered” free time. Sunday rest was to pro¬ 

vide males with the wholesome influence of family life. It was to en¬ 

able women to become part-time housewives—to have time for do¬ 

mestic chores and influence. A Sunday holiday would help realize the 

nineteenth-century dream of a moralized working-class family where 

the foyer, dominated by the mother and wife, would overcome the al¬ 

lure of the street and cabaret to the father and son. 

The implications of this familial ideology for women were made 

clear in the quest for the semaine anglaise. From 1889, advanced leaders 

of the weekly rest or repos hebdomadaire in France advocated a Saturday 

half-holiday as a guarantor of the “sanctity” of the Sunday rest. Without 

an early closing at least of factories and wholesale commerce on Satur¬ 

day afternoon, working women would be obliged to shop on Sunday 

morning. Accordingly, their Sunday afternoons would be consumed 

with housework. When industrial workers had to work a normal ten or 

more hours on Saturday, millions of retail employees were deprived of 

the benefits of Sunday leisure for they had to return to the counters 

on Sunday to serve the industrial work force. To be sure, the argu¬ 

ment continued, men and boys might be tempted to waste their Satur¬ 

day afternoons in bars and unsupervised play (and thus men probably 

“needed” the semaine anglaise less urgently than did working mothers). 
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Still, men had domestic tasks that they should be able to complete be¬ 

fore the Sunday rest—home improvements, some shopping, and the 

“guidance” of their children.46 

In some ways, this analysis of the ideology of the weekly rest con¬ 

firms the argument ot the Foucault school of cultural history, especially 

as expressed by Donzelot in his Policing of Families. The apparent goal of 

advocates of Sunday rest was to domesticate the working-class family. It 

was to replace the now weakened social controls of community, church, 

and clan with a set of internal constraints engendered through an ex¬ 

pansion of domestic space and the moral impact of the parent over the 

children. Only by providing time for these family functions to develop 

could there be an acceptable alternative to state intervention in the 

growing problem of social reproduction. Also by increasing the male’s 

duties in the family and especially by enhancing the presumably conser¬ 

vative role of women, the temptation of radical male solidarities (like 

trade unions and socialist parties) could be effectively countered.47 

One might extend Donzelot’s argument: in France, with its “prob¬ 

lem” of the employed mother, the conservative family had hardly an op¬ 

portunity to develop. If the French working class had to be deprived 

of the full-time housewife of the bourgeoisie, something nearly every¬ 

one deplored, it should at least have a part-time “housewife” on the 

weekend. By contrast, patriarchy was to be expressed in worktime more 

than family time. This ideology offered a gender-based ideal for “lei¬ 

sure” time that was a necessary corollary to the sexual division of labor 

time. Sabbatarian ideology shared much with the rationale for granting 

women a shorter workday than men (see chapter 2). 

Yet this line of reasoning is not entirely satisfactory. The logical effect 

of Sabbatarianism may have been the adaptation of the working-class 

family to industrial capitalism. Yet many, especially Catholic apologists, 

had essentially reactionary goals—to restore religious influence through 

the Trojan horse of the family. More important, the repos hebdomadaire 

was not the exclusive goal of patronizing social elites but the desire of 

workers who had an autonomous agenda and expressed it in a hostile 

political climate. 

These points become plain when we survey the history of the origins 

of the French weekly rest law and the movement for the Saturday half¬ 

holiday. After 1892, when the weekly holiday became obligatory for 

women and children in industry, there were repeated proposals to 

extend this right to all workers. French shopkeepers and some indus¬ 

trialists were divided over a weekly rest law. In response to a Senate de- 



96 A Quest for Time 

bate over the Chambers’ weekly rest bill in 1904—1905, ten of twenty- 

eight local chambers of commerce formally rejected any law. Opponents 

included not only Angers, Grenoble, and Marseille, but, notably, Paris. 

Five others, however, perhaps influenced by the Church, favored a Sun¬ 

day holiday with the balance supporting a weekly rest law with no fixed 

day off. Employer organizations were similarly divided. The Federation 

of Industries and Commerce of France and textile and clothing employ¬ 

ers favored it, whereas bread, butcher, and pastry industries stood 

adamantly in opposition. The Merchants Association of Toulouse in 

1904 demanded a weekly rest law because competition prevented shop¬ 

keepers from getting the day off, which they needed “as much as work¬ 

ers.” The Chamber of Commerce of Cambrai rejected exemptions from 

the law for family-operated enterprises or small marginal businesses, for 

this would give them a competitive edge.48 

Yet the powerful Federation of Retail Merchants, composed of 

roughly 550 associations (centered in Paris), was largely founded to 

combat the repos hebdomadaire,49 Ideological commitments to laissez- 

faire liberalism doubtless motivated some of the opposition. Especially 

given the “familial” character of many of these retailers, the federation 

interpreted legal regulation as an intrusion into private life. Other op¬ 

ponents of a law claimed that consumer needs had to be accommo¬ 

dated: food stores complained that even a noon closure on Sundays 

would not work because customers only arrived at that hour. Because 

large central urban stores often supported legislation, marginal neigh¬ 

borhood shopkeepers feared that the weekly rest law was a conspiracy 

to drive them out of business. Some shopkeepers complained that one- 

third or more of their business was conducted on Sunday. Bakers were 

adamant that French customers would not tolerate stale bread (some¬ 

thing that their British counterparts had less fear of). Butchers and 

other food retailers insisted on remaining open Sunday morning be¬ 

cause consumers lacked iceboxes. Competition between small neigh¬ 

borhood bakers and larger more mechanized bakeries made the petty 

producer extremely sensitive to local clienteles and unwilling to hire 

additional help to replace staff on a day off. Seasonal industries (e.g., 

women’s tailoring, the canning of fruit preserves, baking, running ho¬ 

tels and resorts, and even automobile manufacture) insisted on continu¬ 

ing the practice of yearly “vacations”—mostly unpaid leaves during pe¬ 

riodic lulls in demand—in place of weekly rest.50 

In contrast to the ambiguities of the shopkeepers, French retail clerks 

strongly supported weekly rest. After 1902, local unions of white-collar 
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and service workers repeatedly petitioned, demonstrated, and even 

struck for the repos hebdomadaire. Retail clerks throughout France were 

particularly active; so were butchers, breadmakers, restaurant workers, 

postal clerks, barbers, and even laundresses.51 

While agitation for the weekly rest was strong among affiliates of 

the CGT, independent or Catholic-related societies of retail clerks and 

white collar employees joined the cause. At the national level, the CGT 

gave only slight attention to the repos hebdomadaire, emphasizing in¬ 

stead the eight-hour day. Yet service and white-collar workers, who 

generally were quiescent, were passionate about the Sunday holiday. 

One union of food-service workers in the Gironde complained that 

without weekly rest, they were the “pariahs of the laboring world.” The 

Federation of Clerical Employees declared that the “prejudice between 

the veston and the blouse” has made the industrial worker ignorant of the 

overwork of the white-collar employee.52 

Support for a collective day of rest (almost always Sunday and gener¬ 

ally not for religious reasons) was widespread. A few groups, like bakers 

and restaurant workers, accepted a rotating or “weekday” holiday. But 

most did not. Workers were adamant about the need for a full day of 

rest: by 1905, some advocated a guarantee of thirty-six hours of con¬ 

tinuous freedom from work—especially in those trades where late Sat¬ 

urday night work was common. Employer proposals for two half-days 

or even a few weeks of annual “vacation” as alternatives to the repos heb¬ 

domadaire were vigorously rejected. These alternatives to the weekly 

holiday of course often accommodated the flow of business: small re¬ 

tailers, bakeries, and restaurants might well be able to do without work¬ 

ers on a slow business day like Monday, in the off-season, or when the 

working employer went on vacation. Consumer habits and the rush sea¬ 

son made a regular full day of weekly rest costly for such businesses. In 

effect, by insisting on Sunday rest, these workers challenged the sea¬ 

sonality of many trades and the extreme lengths to which businessmen 

sacrificed the personal needs of employees to the desires of a few cus¬ 

tomers. Workers sought simultaneous, continuous, and regular blocks 

of time released from work in order to protect family time or “so¬ 

cial time.”53 

Surprisingly few unions insisted on guarantees that weekly pay levels 

be maintained. Many white-collar clerks, of course, were paid by the 

week and thus the repos hebdomadaire would have little monetary effect 

on them. Yet many workers and employers assumed that even if current 

weekly wages were not guaranteed in a holiday law, employers could 
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not reduce salaries, which for workers were already at subsistence levels. 

Employers who tried to decrease daily wages after the ten-hour day be¬ 

came law only provoked largely successful strikes. Finally, even in sea¬ 

sonal trades like construction there were signs that workers were willing 

to forgo the traditionally erratic cycle of work and rest for a more regu¬ 

lar pattern of work, pay, and rest. Under some circumstances, they were 

willing to trade wages for time.54 

What became the weekly rest law in July 1906, however, responded 

more to the lobbying efforts of commercial interests than to the pro¬ 

posals of French labor. Although all workers were guaranteed twenty- 

four hours of free time per week, both the proposal of thirty-six con¬ 

tinuous hours of rest and the guarantee of a universal Sunday holiday 

were defeated. The law provided an amazing number of exceptions for 

various trades, which compromised the social function of weekly rest. 

These included a weekday instead of Sunday holiday, a rest period of 

twenty-four hours from Sunday noon to Monday noon, and a half-day 

Sunday combined with a full day of rest once in fourteen days. Most 

common was a rotating holiday once per week (e.g., in food service, 

leisure industries, public works, hospitals). Workplaces with less than 

five workers were obliged only to give two half-day rest periods. The 

law was suspended for fifteen Sundays per year in “open air” indus¬ 

tries. Special “derogations” were also allowed upon the petition of the 

prefect. Moreover, workers found that the government was reluctant 

to enforce the law vigorously in the face of organized small-business 

opposition.55 

Despite these astonishing accommodations, both bakers and restau¬ 

rant owners objected to the cost of additional personnel made necessary 

by the rotating employee holiday. Retailers petitioned for derogations 

on Sundays prior to holidays; seasonal industries repeatedly claimed ex¬ 

ceptional status. In the Chamber, Deputy Georges Berry proposed revi¬ 

sions of the law to save commerce in the outlying areas of Paris from 

“nomads . . . clandestine sellers who will go into workers homes to the 

detriment of the real merchants who pay taxes.” Berry favored the mere 

requirement of a half-day rest period per week with the other half-day 

being made up in “vacation” or any other arrangement.56 

Until the war, the issue of the repos hebdomadaire continued to fester. 

Immediately after the promulgation of the law in September 1906, up 

to two thousand Parisian retail clerks formed pickets each Sunday to 

protest against businesses that (because of their size) could remain 

open. Demonstrators, mostly from the downtown department stores. 
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were convinced that only if the small “peripheral” stores (e.g., near the 

Bastille or Republique) were forced to close on Sundays would the 

weekly rest survive for any retail clerks. These almost weekly confronta¬ 

tions between the French petty bourgeoisie and the white-collar worker 

continued until the winter cold and discouraging results quieted them 

in January 1907. These militant store workers were joined in an inter¬ 

union committee of action by tramway, postal, butcher, barber, and 

food service unions.57 Bartenders and bakers petitioned government 

and promised strikes if their employers carried out their threats to close 

on Sundays as a protest against the holiday law.58 

This quest for time was hardly a goal imposed on workers by the 

machinations of a reformist bourgeoisie. There was widespread support 

for an integral repos hebdomadaire: by 1905, about one-third of the 

locally elected conseils departementaux petitioned for a weekly holiday 

law. Still, the bakers, clerks, and the legions of other workers who were 

denied regular rest largely stood alone against the small-business inter¬ 

ests that succeeded in frustrating the ideal of an integral and collective 

day of leisure.59 

A second step in the origin of the weekend, the Saturday half-holiday, 

also became a rallying point for the entitlement to leisure in France be¬ 

fore the war. To be sure unions were often suspicious of the semaine 

anglaise especially after it was proposed by conservatives in the Senate 

in 1902 as an alternative to the legal ten-hour day.60 The semaine an- 

glaise also seemed to threaten the tradition of the Saint Lundi, which 

was still practiced in some male-dominated trades. Yet, in 1905, after 

one automobile plant granted its workers a Saturday half-holiday, other 

plants struck unsuccessfully for the same privilege. In 1906, the socialist 

Edouard Vaillant proposed the semaine anglaise in the Chamber and in¬ 

creasingly thereafter unions paired the semaine anglaise with the eight- 

hour day. In 1907, in the midst of the struggle for the weekly holiday 

law, textile workers in Lyon struck successfully for the Saturday half¬ 

holiday in the summer months.61 

The concept had gained sufficient legitimacy by 1912 for the govern¬ 

ment to conduct a survey of 1,288 unions, chambers of commerce, and 

various other local public bodies concerning their views on the intro¬ 

duction of the Saturday half-holiday in France. Of the 641 union re¬ 

spondents, 556 favored the Saturday half-holiday, at least for women. 

The responses of this broad sampling of articulate labor provide an un¬ 

usual picture of worker opinion on the value and use of leisure. Sup¬ 

porters’ rationales were often similar to those economic arguments 
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made for the eight-hour day: the semaine anglaise would reduce unem¬ 

ployment and create “regular periods of work and rest, [which would] 

lead to a reduction of alcohol abuse” and allow workers to become 

more healthy and better prepared for the duties of citizenship.62 

We also hear the desire for family time in terms at least superficially 

similar to those raised by the Catholic and “philanthropic” reformers: a 

Saturday early closing would assure an “integral weekly rest,” especially 

for women whose shopping and housework could be finished in time 

for a Sunday of family activities. It would enable male workers “to help 

their wives in the cares of housework and to attend the meetings of 

friends or organizations”; and for children, Saturday afternoons could 

be used for “exercise” and vocational education.63 

Does this suggest that these workers had been indoctrinated by the 

cultural standard of economically dominant classes? Perhaps, but one 

could equally argue that these sentiments reflect the public relations 

efforts of unions (especially after the failure of the confrontational ap¬ 

proach of the anarchosyndicalists in 1906).64 

More important, a close reading of labor’s approach to the semaine 

anglaise often suggests an agenda rather different from that of bour¬ 

geois and Catholic reformers. For example, the Bourse du travail of 

Seine-sur-Mer favored the Saturday half-holiday to end the tendency of 

employers to take advantage of the “greedy” wage earner who willingly 

accepted overtime. The leather workers’ union of Perigueux expressed 

disgust with the “irresponsible worker” who “toiled overtime Friday 

and Saturday and often on Sunday for more money and then drank 

from exhaustion, often being unable to return to work until Tuesday or 

Wednesday.” The Saturday half-holiday would oblige this individual 

to adopt a more regular and healthful work pace. More important, it 

would eliminate the pressures placed on the responsible worker to con¬ 

form to this harmful cycle oflabor and rest. This was surely the code for 

the older “family man” who naturally objected to a chaotic pace that 

was perhaps more tolerable to the less mature worker. These union 

members insisted that the semaine anglaise would force these careless 

wage earners to return to the “family hearth, and there to rediscover a 

love for one’s home, which so many workers forget because of the bru¬ 

talization of continuous toil.”65 

These views were expressed by some “independent” (Catholic or 

otherwise anti-CGT) local unions. Yet, they were also voiced by so- 

called revolutionary federations of the CGT. Note the propaganda of 

the construction union, whose advocacy of shorter workdays and the 
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semaine anglaise was linked to the creation of a new standard of order, 

comfort, cleanliness, and sobriety in the working-class home. Perhaps, 

most interesting, the semaine anglaise produced images in its propa¬ 

ganda of the rested male worker surrounded by a loving family, a deco¬ 

rated kitchen, and bountiful dinner table.66 

These views went beyond the idea of the part-time housewife to in¬ 

clude expectations of male family roles. They closely paralleled the in¬ 

creasing concern of union leaders with alcohol abuse in the working 

class, with juvenile delinquency among poorly supervised children of 

working parents, and with interest in providing physical education and 

recreation for youth. Although more research is needed in this area, the 

Saturday half-holiday surely reflected a growing sensitivity of workers 

to the apparent declining influence of fathers over the training and vo¬ 

cational fate of their sons. The notion of the “irresponsible worker” and 

the desire to revise work schedules to eliminate Saint Monday went be¬ 

yond the conservative (Catholic) laborer; it expressed more than the in¬ 

tent of the union leader to force the common wage earner to abandon 

his “irrational” irregularity. Rather it reflected a familial propaganda 

embraced by a wide range of labor activists. As Lenard Berlanstein 

shows in his study of the Paris working class in this period, these values 

were embraced by a portion of the rank and file.67 

In the nineteenth century, the challenges to the tyranny of unlimited 

worktime went beyond production workers and their economic inter¬ 

ests. They were shared also by the commercial work force and expressed 

religious and family values. Just as production workers gained access to 

increased leisure, the labor force in the distribution trades embraced a 

new ideal of personal time. Traditional Sabbatarianism was secularized: 

the apologetic for weekly rest was increasingly grounded in biological 

imperatives. More important, domestic roles were situated in the tem¬ 

poral frame of the weekly rest and Saturday half-holiday. 

Yet these movements often faced insuperable contradictions. Re¬ 

formers, retail clerks, and, especially in Britain, shopkeepers made often 

heroic efforts to create blocks of free time for those behind the counter; 

yet commercial competition and ultimately the public’s convenience 

meant limited success. The individualism of the French shopkeepers in 

a relatively unrestrained commercial culture and the long workweek of 

French production workers made even the Sunday rest an impossible 

standard before the war. Their English commercial counterparts were, 

of course, more successful. Yet, despite their superior organization and 

strong Sabbatarian traditions, competition also frustrated the British 
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early shop closers. At the root of the problem was that the “weekend” 

of the production worker deprived the commercial and entertainment 

worker of the same privilege. Until the development of shift work in 

the twentieth century, the pleasures of the many required the unceasing 

toil of the service worker. 

Although the weekly rest and early-shop-closing movements had 

links with conservative elites and petty tradesmen, commercial workers 

also embraced these causes. These movements represented another ex¬ 

ample of the quest for a social minimum of time liberated from work. 

Even more clearly than the eight-hour movement of production work¬ 

ers, weekly rest and early shop closing were distinct from the economic 

and work-related concerns of employees. 

These retail employees developed a consensus over a new allocation 

of “leisure time.” They expressed a quest for more regular, simultaneous 

blocks of time free from work. To be sure, the ideal of the weekly rest 

was hardly invented by the commercial trades. Nevertheless, by the 

1890s, the goal of the weekly holiday had lost its Sabbatarian roots: its 

value was expressed through the religion of the family. Competitive 

pressures and the unwillingness of the majority to do without the con¬ 

venience of shopping “at all hours” frustrated this goal. Yet this struggle 

was the site of the origins of one of the most characteristic features of 

contemporary industrial culture—the weekend. 

Finally, despite the social and cultural fissures that frustrated these 

reformers, they did share a common language with the eight-hour ad¬ 

vocates in industry—that of efficiency and fatigue. As chapter 5 will 

show, a new science of work justified the state’s intervention to protect 

the citizen from the toll of overwork. 



5 
Efficiency and Reform: 
Work Science, the State, and Time, 
1890-1918 

The ideological contest between labor and property had 

surely reached an impasse by the last two decades of die nineteenth cen¬ 

tury. Increasingly both the language of “association” and the appeals to 

laissez-faire were inadequate in the era of the second industrialization 

and liberal democracy. The demand of labor to control the work process 

as well as the employer’s claim to unrestricted use of hired labor time 

had insufficient appeal. This was true in spite of the survival and even 

flourishing of the traditionalist discourses of syndicalism in France or 

the Property and Liberty League in England.1 A labor doctrine of ex¬ 

propriation or redistribution failed clearly to address the vexing prob¬ 

lems of technological growth, the world market, and mass production. 

An employer ideology of “freedom to manage” hardly answered the 

problems of the increasingly complex character of the workplace and 

the threat of rising industrial powers like the United States and Ger¬ 

many to national economies. It also ran against a growing popular resis¬ 

tance to industrial authoritarianism.2 

In the 1890s rather different languages emerged based on direct ap¬ 

peals neither to work nor to property but on the concepts of socio¬ 

economic efficiency and integral progress. These ideologies were but- 

103 
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tressed by the scientific measurement of the biological and engineering 

potentials of labor productivity. The efficiency movement took two 

rather distinct forms: a science of work, arising out of the medical labo¬ 

ratory; and scientific management, emerging from the growing and in¬ 

creasingly independent profession of the industrial engineer. In the 

early stages, the science of work was theoretical and focused on the po¬ 

tential of the human “motor”; however, scientific management was al¬ 

ways more practical, concentrating on the organization of the work¬ 

place and the pecuniary incentives necessary to increase productivity.3 

Still, both movements shared common values and, as the war ap¬ 

proached, they became increasingly similar. Moreover, they were linked 

to a broad network of international reformers drawn from a wide vari¬ 

ety of professions—law, politics, the new ministries of labor, the church, 

and even trade union bureaucracies and progressive business circles. 

Both work scientists and scientific managers shared a common strategic 

ambiguity regarding the industrial contest. Although both groups ac¬ 

cepted existing property relations, they often rejected the extreme prop¬ 

erty claims of the traditionalist entrepreneur. For them, the workplace 

was to be governed not by the sovereign owner but by the universal 

standard of science. Some even supported labor legislation and state in¬ 

spection based on their discoveries and claims. They generally accepted 

the inevitability and even desirability of the market’s role in allocating 

status, power, and wealth. Yet these reformers usually rejected the unre¬ 

strained competition that created short-term profit at the price of long¬ 

term deterioration of human capital. They opposed competition that 

drove down the labor standard; instead they advocated legislation to 

maintain a level of living and working conditions and approved the use 

of technology to improve these standards. Most of all, many advocates 

of industrial science believed that they were above the conflicts of man¬ 

agement and labor. Their mission was to promote reforms that would 

not only increase productivity but improve social efficiency. Yet they in¬ 

evitably “leaned” toward either capital or labor while producing ideas 

that were serviceable to both sides. 

One could argue that the scientism of the efficiency movement was a 

response to pressures to create a new “age of labor discipline”—to find 

a new rationale for industrial authority after traditional paternalism and 

the “driving” methods of the past had proved to be inadequate.4 A new 

“scientific” wage and social hierarchy in the factory built around the en¬ 

gineer could replace the increasingly challenged authority of the owner 

and foreman. By promising to increase man-hour output, the efficiency 
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movement could also compensate employers for hour and wage conces¬ 

sions that increasingly pressed on profit. 

Yet industrial science could also be adapted to labor. It offered an 

apologetic essential in the democratic forum of public opinion, state- 

mediated collective bargaining, and parliamentary politics; it provided 

labor with its own definition of the “national interest.” The language of 

industrial science became, like earlier discourses of “republicanism” and 

the “free-born Englishman,” a rhetorical form that served both business 

and labor. Nowhere is this made clearer than in the uses of the science 

of work and scientific management in the ongoing debate over work¬ 

time. In France, the ideology of scientific management (although tem¬ 

pered by the ideas of fatigue research) dominated, whereas in Britain 

the work science movement played a greater role. 

Scientific Management and Worktime in 

France, 1890-1918 

Taylorism as an ideology and tool of management is well 

known. Students of the “work process” have long debated the impact of 

scientific management on the creation of the mass-production worker 

and its challenge to skilled workers’ control of the workplace. As an 

American movement of professionally trained engineers, the success 

(and, more often, failure) of European disciples to spread the news of 

Taylorism to Europe has been well documented.5 Historians have noted 

that trade unions, especially after World War I, generally accepted and 

even embraced Taylorism. This trend is often presented in terms of the 

victory of reformism and class collaboration.6 

In fact, Taylorism as it would often be perceived in Europe—-as a 

broad ideology of productivism—had been long a central theme of 

trade unionism and not just of the “reformist” stripe. As we have seen in 

chapter 3, it played a vital role in an evolving apologetic for short hours 

in the ideological whirlwind between 1888 and 1891. Not only could 

mechanization and improved work methods compensate for hours re¬ 

ductions but shorter worktime was the only way of forcing employers 

to make labor time more efficient. From at least the 1880s, British and 

French socialists and trade unionists looked longingly to an American 

package of short hours and high wages tied with the bow of enhanced 

labor productivity. Although this American utopia may have been a 
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myth, it was serviceable. The European Left found in America “proof” 

that a short-hours, high-wage work force—rather than capital accumu¬ 

lation—was the driving wedge of economic progress. The “American 

standard” and the “American system of manufacturing” were sticks to 

beat the European employer whose refusal to modernize his plant and 

business methods had blocked social and economic progress. Neither 

labor movement had to be sold on productivism—a form of demand- 

side economics. Especially for the French, an American cast to pro¬ 

ductivism was positively attractive.7 

At first glance, Taylorism seems hardly the ideal foundation of a la¬ 

bor ideology. As is well known, Frederick Taylor attacked wage earners 

for “soldiering”—working at the pace of the slowest producer. He at¬ 

tempted to gain knowledge of the potential pace and methods of the 

individual worker and then to win control over output and skill from 

the work group. A web of innovations from functional foremen, to 

time and motion studies, bonus payment plans, and new work routing 

systems focused on increasing managerial control of the shop floor. 

Taylor’s practices not only denied value to skilled work but his wage 

policy was a pure form of pecuniary behaviorism, an obvious threat to 

work group solidarities, seniority systems, and traditional norms of 

effort and paced expenditure of energy. In a word, for many workers 

Taylorism was often little more than a speedup veiled in the language of 

science.8 

Taylor’s ideas for enhancing managerial control over production 

were hardly new to France, and thus he found there, as early as 1900 at 

least, a small audience among employers.9 By 1907, not only had Taylor 

been translated and popularized by the engineer Henri Le Chatelier, 

but Louis Renault had hired a Taylorite engineer to introduce time and 

motion study. This experiment and a subsequent strike in 1913 at Re¬ 

nault’s automobile plant provoked a wide and bitter attack on Tay¬ 

lorism in the trade union press.10 Emile Pouget’s book, L’Organisation 

du surmenage (1913) claimed that motion studies “stifled the ingenuity 

of the worker” and placed a premium on brute strength and manual 

dexterity rather than intelligence. Taylor’s claim to know the “one best 

way” of work and his assumption that the “best mechanic is incapable 

of working efficiently without the daily aid of his instructor” was an 

insult to the workers’ dignity. Alphonse Merrheim declared that Tay¬ 

lorism reduced the worker to “an automaton ruled by the automatic 

movements of the machine” and weakened the “market value” of pro¬ 

fessional and skilled workers.11 
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The Renault strike became a lockout, and ended in a management 

victory. No longer was there any effective resistance to the transforma¬ 

tion of the French automobile industry into a mass-production indus¬ 

try. Moreover, after the failures of the general strikes of 1906, the CGT 

was unable to expand its base beyond a core of intellectuals and the 

shifting sand ol conflicting and transient union members in mostly 

skilled and public service trades. Renault’s easy victory only confirmed 

this trend.12 

Leaders of the CGT clearly recognized their organizational impasse; 

they realized the inevitability of economic rationalization and the de¬ 

cline of the skilled mechanic. Moreover, many French trade unionists 

were keenly aware of the backwardness of French industry and began to 

see innovation as the only means of raising living standards. In 1911 

and 1913, CGT chief Leon Jouhaux blamed long working hours and 

low wages on the industrialists’ failure to modernize.13 

In this context, it is not surprising that a “revised edition” of Tay¬ 

lorism was greeted with greater labor interest. In response to opposi¬ 

tion in American shipyards to his methods in 1912, Taylor defended his 

innovations before a well-known congressional investigation of scien¬ 

tific management. Far from being antilabor, he claimed, his system 

would usher in a “mental revolution,” ending class conflict in the fac¬ 

tory. Taylorism benefited both sides, providing short hours as well 

as high wages for the worker and increased output for the employer. 

Moreover, the worker as consumer would get a more plentiful supply of 

cheaper goods. As an alternative to fighting over the share of the pie, 

scientific management would increase “the size of the surplus until the 

surplus became so large that it was unnecessary to quarrel over how it 

should be divided.” Even management’s control over work methods 

had its redeeming aspect: at least this control was to be based on scien¬ 

tific principles rather than the arbitrary will of the boss.14 

Taylor’s “mental revolution” offered little more than management’s 

promise of higher wages and shorter hours in exchange for labor’s ced¬ 

ing control over production. Yet by shifting the focus of Taylorism 

from the microcosm of conflict between the stopwatch man and the 

worker and toward the macrolevel of economic progress, Taylor dif¬ 

fused his reputation as an enemy of labor. He also provided a service¬ 

able ideological framework for French labor. 

As early as 1913, French socialist Ervin Szabo argued that scientific 

management could replace the “bourgeois lord” with the “producer” 

who had learned the “scientific knowledge of efficient production.” Tay- 
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lorism would also destroy the old skill-based fragmentation of French 

workers and (despite the growth of big capital) assure the increasing 

dominance of a united class of producers. This obvious Saint-Simonian 

interpretation of scientific management, in spite of the naivete of its so¬ 

ciology, had a wide resonance among working-class intellectuals. One 

year after his 1913 condemnation of Taylorism at Renault, A. Merrheim 

of the metalworkers conceded that “new methods are required in a new 

industrial stage.” Taylorism could increase the standard of living of 

workers and consumers, and could be equitably applied. Most impor¬ 

tant, the CGT used these ideas in its attack on the noninnovating 

French patronat whom the unions blamed for France’s poverty and the 

country’s increasingly noncompetitive position in the world market.15 

Moreover, even the early opposition to Taylorism was not clearly 

based on a rear-guard reaction to economic rationalization but rather 

on the nonparticipation of labor in the process of increasing productiv¬ 

ity. During the Renault strike, Merrheim indicated the direction the 

CGT would increasingly take: 

A rational organization of work is absolutely necessary for the progress of in¬ 

dustry. ... As for me I think that the Taylor system adapted to the French men¬ 

tality will be introduced more and more in industry. . . . The interest of work¬ 

ers is to supervise this process and to favor all those efforts in the degree that 

they do not harm their moral, economic, or physical interests.16 

This was not merely a grudging acceptance of a fait accompli. After all, 

only a handful of French factories had adopted any aspect of Taylorism. 

Rather, it was an outline of a new concept of workers’ control. The craft 

tradition was abandoned; now, labor was to “supervise” innovation in 

the struggle for the benefits of increased productivity. 

This goal proved to run far ahead of reality. In the aftermath of the 

failure at Renault, the majority in the metalworkers’ union favored the 

organizing of the new unskilled laborers. Yet the historic weakness of 

French unions in the prolctarianized sector and their inability to expand 

beyond local municipal coalitions and to organize national industries 

greatly limited their effectiveness.17 

It is not surprising then that the leadership sought allies among sci¬ 

entific reformers. For example, as early as 1907, Jean-Marie Lahy and 

his Laboratoirc central de psychologic experimental des hautes-etudes 

had gained the support of printworkers in his study of work methods. 

Lahy, along with Jules Amar and Armand Ibert, proposed not only im¬ 

proved labor productivity but also, through studies of the physiology of 
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work, a reduction in fatigue and nervous exhaustion. This group also 

tavored giving workers consultative rights in decisions regarding indus¬ 

trial innovation.18 These signs of a cooperation between labor and sci¬ 

ence, along with a more conciliatory Taylorism, made the scientific 

management movement more palatable to French labor. 

Most important, scientific management was a tool in the short-hours 

movement. Innovations that enhanced labor productivity made the 

eight-hour day economically feasible. Taylorism gave objective validity 

to the claims made by the productivists between 1886 and 1892. This 

use ot Taylorism became even more clear during World War I. 

The war provided French engineers, the CGT, and even a portion of 

business with a unique opportunity to rally around the flag of Taylor¬ 

ism as well as the tricolor. Engineers like Emile Nussbaumer, Bertrand 

Thompson, and Charles de Freminville made well-publicized experi¬ 

ments in Taylorizing French munitions plants.19 French trade unionists 

embraced Taylorism at the same time as they collaborated in the war 

mobilization. As “delegates of the nation,” Jouhaux and Merrheim 

joined a number of commissions that provided manpower for the war 

economy and “encouraged all necessary modifications of work and fa¬ 
cilitated the rapid adoption of new work methods.”20 

The CGT found allies who shared its commitment to the moderniza¬ 

tion of postwar France. Albert Thomas, a right-wing socialist deputy, 

embraced Taylorism when he became undersecretary of state for muni¬ 

tions in 1915. He not only favored bonus piece-rate systems but also 

motion studies, vocational selection, and increased division of labor. He 

opposed lengthy overtime and Sunday work for a more compressed 

workday.21 In April 1917, in his Bulletin des usines de guerre, Thomas 

summarized his position on Taylorism: 

No longer will the worker be content with fixed salaries that he gains for a week 
of nonstrenuous work. No longer will the employer be happy widi the careless 
methods of the past. The employer now wants a greater productivity; the 
worker wants the highest salary; and they give each other perfect satisfaction 
when they reach their goals by a method of payment for work based on results.22 

Thomas echoed Taylor’s “mental revolution” and provided a concrete 

prescription for class cooperation after the war. 

Yet, despite the support for Taylorism by key munitions makers like 

Renault and Andre Citroen, application of these ideas during the war 

was limited even in progressive capitalist circles. Louis Renault ex¬ 

emplified the traditional paternalism of the nineteenth-century French 
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patronat—favoring workers’ gardens and city services to improve the 

moral environment of labor—while believing that substantial social re¬ 

forms, including a shorter workday, were to follow, not parallel, in¬ 

creases in productivity. The progressive bourgeoisie thus shared with 

Thomas and the CGT little beyond a willingness to improve manage¬ 

ment and to mechanize. And even these goals were held only by a small 

group of large employers.23 

Although the CGT had worked with business representatives during 

the war, it would be incorrect simply to label their behavior as re¬ 

formist. The CGT’s Minimum Programme adopted one week after the 

armistice was certainly opposed to prewar syndicalism; but it went far 

beyond business plans for enlightened, paternalistic capitalism. Its open¬ 

ing sentence was “We must direct ourselves to take control of produc¬ 

tion.” As a first step, it advocated the preservation of the organizations 

“installed in the course of the war,” in order to forestall a revival of the 

“Oligarchy” whose private interests had been “strangling industry and 

consumers.” A program of “incessant progress of production” and de¬ 

veloping “all new inventions and discoveries” was to make possible a 

number of social reforms—social insurance, education, and especially 

the eight-hour day. These reforms were to prepare the worker for the 

“ultimate goal of emancipation.”24 

This formula was in many ways a modernization of the traditional 

ideology of workers’ self-emancipation, while attempting to expand 

trade union support beyond production workers. Leaders were more 

interested in reaching out to consumers and the new working class of 

technicians than to the employer class. Like Thomas, Jouhaux embraced 

the incentive wage; but he saw it not as a trade-off between business 

and labor but as a means to “link the interests of the producers to those 

of the consumer.” Between 1918 and 1921, the CGT leadership at¬ 

tempted to create alliances between consumers, technicians, and labor 

groups. For example, the CGT organized a short-lived National Coun¬ 

cil of Labor (1919-1921) and collaborated widi technicians in journals 

like Information sociale et ouvriere and L’Atelier. This coalition was to be 

based on a creed that combined productivism with a dramatically im¬ 

proved labor standard. As Jouhaux declared at the 1918 Congress of the 

CGT, “We must strive to realize this formula, die maximum production 

in the minimum of time, for the maximum salary with the general in¬ 

crease in the buying power for all.”25 

The CGT found in Taylorism a method and even more an ideology 

that seemed to break their impasse: enhanced productivity created by 
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an alliance of workers and technicians would free the labor movement 

from its particularist fetters and provide it with an effective rationale for 

a reallocation of time. 

The Science of Work: Efficiency and the 
Necessity of Rest 

For the generation before World War I, the idea of fa¬ 

tigue was a preoccupying concern. Scientists measured the capacity of 

the human body for work and calculated the economic and biological 

costs of exceeding its optimal use. To be sure, the emergence of a sci¬ 

ence of fatigue, or ergonomics, preceded the intensification of work 

during the second industrialization. As Anson Rabinbach and Georges 

Ribeill have shown, the science of work emerged from a new corporal 

physics first developed bv Hermann von Helmholtz in the 1860s. His 

conception of the body as a motor that transformed matter into motion 

gradually replaced the early notion of the body as an externally directed 

or motivated machine. This image of the worker as a “human motor” 

undermined traditional paternalism: appeals to the worker’s conscience 

and attempts to create a regulated moral environment in a company 

town lost validity. The psychology behind close supervision, detailed 

regulations, the “driving” practices of industrial authoritarianism, or 

even the pecuniary incentives of Taylorism now was invalid. Instead 

output became a function of the largely “internal” capacity of the hu¬ 

man engine.26 

Thus, work was “cleansed” of any normative significance and became 

the object of physiological study. Its investigation, according to one of 

the most influential scientists of work, Angelo Mosso (1891), should 

be made by “independent men . . . free from all preconceptions.” These 

investigators could then raise the question of output above the con¬ 

flict between management and labor—beyond claims of the laziness of 

the worker or the exploitativeness of the employer. Productivity was 

then reduced to a physiological dimension, the proper concern only of 

scientists.27 

These scientists of work objectified the production process into the 

measurement of the motion and optimal speed of muscles. By elimi¬ 

nating wasted movement, they attempted to reduce strain and the 

consumption of energy. The ideal was to assure optimal output over 
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relatively long work periods rather than realize short-term maximum 

production at the price of long-term labor fatigue and deterioration. 

Work scientists viewed fatigue as the equivalent of the governor on a 

steam engine—a “psychic factor which regulates the expenditure of en¬ 

ergy of the human motor, so as to ensure its most economic working.” 

While advocating rest and warning against fatigue, they stressed the 

need for “scientific” determination of optimal repose rather than irregu¬ 

lar voluntary rest breaks. Although they deemed repose as essential, 

most work physiologists (especially in Germany, where much of the 

laboratory work was done) pointedly abstained from taking stands on 

the issue of worktime. The French scientist Jules Amar declared that the 

eight-hour movement was a “heresy,” and claimed that daily worktime 

should vary with the character of work and the sex and age of the hu¬ 

man motor. The labor ideal of a right to a daily maximum of work was 

“unscientific.”28 

All of this suggests that the science of work was far more amenable 

to management than to labor. Indeed, it was a tool of an enlightened 

employer, intent upon optimizing output rather than wasting labor by 

failing to “husband” and maintain properly his “human capital.” 

Yet the discourse of work science was also serviceable to the cause of 

labor and social reform. Especially in France, a second generation of 

efficiency scientists who emerged about 1905 established links to orga¬ 

nized labor. Armand Imbert at Montpellier encouraged CGT participa¬ 

tion in scientific meetings concerned with occupational accidents. He 

developed statistics proving a correlation between duration of labor and 

accidents. Jean-Marie Lahy, who in 1907 had won the cooperation of 

skilled workers in his investigations of fatigue, later advocated that 

wage earners participate in determining changes in work methods.29 Ilia 

Sachnine and Marc Pierrot applied the findings of work science to po¬ 

lemical attacks on overwork. This scholarship was utilized in Edouard 

Vaillant’s bill for an eight-hour law in 1898 and especially 1906.30 

Somewhat later in Britain, a similar group, including N. A. Brisco, 

Arthur Shadwell, P. Sargant Florence, Charles Myers, and H. M. Ver¬ 

non, advocated that scientists cooperate with trade unions. They fa¬ 

vored measures that would enhance “ease of work” rather than merely 

“speed of work.”31 Moreover, members of the work science group were 

critical of scientific management: instead of Taylor’s appeal to the work¬ 

ers’ pecuniary interest, they stressed the mental and physical conditions 

of work; instead of Taylor’s desire to select only the most capable work¬ 

ers, work scientists sought merely to eliminate the incapable.32 Mosso 
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advocated banning night work for women. Amar, Lahy, and Imbert 

openly favored shorter workdays and the repos hebdomadaire. The book 

Fatigue and Efficiency, written by the American Josephine Goldmark, 

was a popularization of European work science and was widely read 

in Britain. Its primary purpose was to defend an eight-hour day for 

women.33 

The impact of fatigue on human capital was an imporant theme in 

the British Inter-Departmental Committee on Physical Deterioration 

(1904), created after the revelation that 28 percent of British recruits 

for the Boer War were physically unfit. The impact of long hours on 

health and output was also analyzed in the official reports of the labor 

inspectors in Britain. In 1913, the British Home Office commissioned 

Professor A. F. Stanley Kent to conduct research into the impact of in¬ 

dustrial fatigue on output.34 

Fatigue, it was argued, not only affected output but reduced the 

value of human capital. Exhaustion reduced longevity; decreased fertil¬ 

ity of women; stunted growth of youth; produced insomnia and liver 

and digestive disorders; and, in general, increased morbidity. Fatigue 

was associated with nervous disorders; Sachnine even concluded that 

long working hours contributed to the relatively poor mental health of 

workers. Of course, the length of worktime was also held responsible 

for alcoholism. Pierrot argued that laziness was not the cause of lisdess 

work or absenteeism; rather overwork created this lack of motivation.35 

Physical fatigue caused an accumulation of waste products in the 

muscles, excessive carbon dioxide in die blood, and deterioration of the 

heart and other vital organs. Work scientists argued that eight hours of 

uninterrupted rest and a full day of weekly repose were physical, not 

merely moral, necessities. Time was needed to clean out the system and 

Sunday walks were required to replenish the blood’s oxygen supply. 

Jules Amar referred to the repos hebdomadaire as a “sovereign necessity.”36 

Yet most authors held that nervous fatigue was even more dangerous 

than physical exhaustion. Close monotonous work, even in clean facto¬ 

ries and with a minimum of physical energy, argued Goldmark and 

Sachnine, was at least as fatiguing as heavy work. Atrophy of muscle 

groups and overwork of eyes and fingers had to be reversed in rest and 

recreative exercise. Overstimulation and lack of aeration in the long 

hours of retail work caught the attention of the international con¬ 

sumer’s league movement. Pierrot concluded that “labor ought to be 

reduced to no more than a minimum portion of daily activity of man.” 

Neither the machine nor the division of labor should be abandoned but 
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time at work should be reduced to allow for biological recovery and 

“happiness” outside of work.37 

Fatigue science obviously was applicable to the short-hours move¬ 

ment. The definition of fatigue as the diminished capacity to produce 

and the claim that fatigue varied directly with duration of work made 

worktime the key to optimizing output. Accordingly, the limiting fac¬ 

tor in production was not motivation (or, negatively, laziness), which 

had traditionally justified long hours in order to win a reasonable out¬ 

put from intractable labor. Rather the horizon of production was bio¬ 

logical capacity. Rest was not a mere negation of productive time but an 

“active” phase in the restoration of muscles, nerves, and vital organs. 

Moreover, the time required for the muscles to recover from fatigue in¬ 

creased with the duration of work. Thus, an overly long work period 

was self-defeating. It inevitably was followed by absenteeism (or sick¬ 

ness) proportionate with the excess over optimal worktime. 

Because the goal was to discover the “optimum” duration of work, 

consistent with high sustainable levels of output, investigators focused 

increasingly on discovering those hours of work that were the most 

productive. This led to the discovery that early morning output (before 

the traditional 8:00 a.m. breakfast break) hardly justified fixed capital 

expenditures. The same was true of work on Saturday afternoon. In 

Britain, a Ministry of Labour survey in 1913 found that the length of 

the workday had surprisingly little impact on productivity. In one study 

women pieceworkers produced almost all of their daily output between 

10:00 a.m. and 4:00 p.m. despite the fact that the workday may have 

extended from 8:45 a.m. to 7:45 p.m. Women garment makers seldom 

produced more in a week that included overtime than in a “normal 

week.’ Of the 185 firms in the Ministry of Labour investigation that 

had reduced hours below industrial norms, only 6 complained that 

hours reductions led to diminished output.38 

These facts might be explained in a number of ways: first, women 

pieceworkers had relatively fixed or customary expectations of income; 

thus they worked only to the point of reaching that traditional wage 

level—no matter how long they were on the job. Yet the fact that out¬ 

put did not drop with worktime reductions suggests that these workers 

had a reserve of energy sufficient to maintain output in order to pre¬ 

serve income levels. Less fatigued workers, because of a reduced dura¬ 

tion of work, reached optimal output. Having eliminated the least pro¬ 

ductive early and late hours, the employer found no appreciable impact 
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on daily production; and workers compensated for any losses with in¬ 

creased effort in the most productive hours.39 

One might argue that the work efficiency movement was in reality a 

rationale for the increasing resistance of labor to “overwork.” Fatigue 

could be measured not only chemically (e.g., increase of toxins in the 

blood) but behaviorally in reduced output, spoiled work, increased ac¬ 

cidents, and even absenteeism. Workers were fatigued and thus over¬ 

worked because they would not perform at 6:00 a.m. or after 7:00 p.m. 

or on Saturday afternoon and Sunday. As observers had noticed by 

1900, wage earners increasingly were sensitive to overwork. This was 

doubtless due in part to the greater speed and intensity of work—a 

theme that increasingly absorbed TUC discussion in the decade before 

World War I. Moreover, British factory inspectors noted increased com¬ 

plaints over working hours on the eve of the war. Significantly, many of 

these complaints referred to practices that were legal but that laborers 

assumed were violations of law.40 Surely labor’s threshold of tolerance 

for long stints of work (or labor at “unsociable hours”) had declined. In 

some measure, the age of fatigue science was a reflection of this lowered 

willingness to sacrifice time for output. 

The sophistication of fatigue science grew during World War I, 

providing a powerful support for the reduction of worktime after the 

conflict. This was particularly true in Britain where significant field (as 

opposed to laboratory) research in efficiency science was done. In Au¬ 

gust 1914, Britain, facing an enormous labor shortage, suspended the 

Factory Laws. Even “protected” workers were allowed to labor from 

6:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m. Sunday overtime was a commonplace in muni¬ 

tions plants. The Board of Trade abandoned all efforts to regulate work¬ 

time on the railroads where ninety- to one-hundred-hour workweeks 

were not unusual. And skilled work in toolrooms was extended daily 

from 7:00 A.M. to 9:00 P.M. with a “short” shift of 7:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. 

on Sunday. 

In spite of patriotic appeals, however, productivity soon dropped 

off. As early as February 1915, tardiness and absenteeism (“bad time¬ 

keeping”) had become a major concern of the British government. Offi¬ 

cial reports confirmed that iron, electrical, and shipbuilding trades lost 

significant time due to voluntary absences. One report (1915) claimed 

up to 44 percent of shipyard workers were tardy, blaming it on the fact 

that bars were allowed to be open before 6:00 a.m. The old complaint 

reappeared that overly liberal laws regulating pub hours allowed the bar 
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to compete with overtime and the punctual onset of work. This had led 

in the opening months of the war to new regulations allowing judges to 

close bars at 9:00 p.m. rather than 11:00 p.m. or later.41 

By August 1916, the government held hearings regarding the need 

for holidays for munitions workers. Witnesses reported that output had 

decreased significantly during the previous Christmas, Easter, and the 

“holiday which was supposed not to be a holiday” (Whitsuntide). Even 

a war could not overcome the rhythms of the seasonal festivals. Allen 

Smith ol the Engineering Employers’ Federation complained that ship 

riveters “go away for weekends” and if the government granted them a 

holiday, the problem with bad timekeeping would only be accentuated. 

Moreover, employer witnesses firmly opposed giving a holiday to work¬ 

ers in “relays” for that would only have meant that a “holiday spirit pre¬ 

vails for a month.” As Richard Croucher has shown for the munitions 

industry during World War II, neither patriotism nor the suspension of 

trade union power was able to reverse work and leisure habits. Still the 

Glasgow and West Scotland Armament Committee in May 1915 re¬ 

quired that employers identify and fine persistent bad timekeepers; as 

late as January 1918, the government removed draft exemptions from 

flagrantly bad timekeepers.42 

There were, however, alternatives to these conservative solutions to 

poor work habits. In September 1915, a lobby of health and fatigue 

specialists convinced Lloyd George to create the Health of Munitions 

Workers’ Committee (HMWC). The HMWC exercised considerable 

influence over the hours of work in munitions factories through the 

Welfare Department for war factories, which from January 1916 in¬ 

spected plants for violations of health regulations. The committee ex¬ 

pressed perfectly the ideology of work science. A 1918 summary of the 

HMWC’s work declared: 

It is [the worker’s] individual health, mental development, and moral well¬ 

being which is the guarantee of effective labour. . . . [The] human being is a 

finely adjusted physiological instrument not to be wasted. . . . Fatigue is the 

sum of the results of activity which show themselves in a diminished capacity 

for doing work. ... If industrial rhythms are faster than the natural rhythms of 
the body, they must produce accumulated fatigue. 

This report even went on to claim: 

In so far as hours of work in excess of those suitable for maximal efficiency have 

been imposed during the last two or three generations ot modern industry upon 
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die workers, a tradition of slowed labour must necessarily have arisen, probably 

in large part automatically, as a kind of physiological self-protection. . . .[With¬ 

out this] unconscious slackening of effort, output might have been even more 

unfavourable than it is known to have been for the hours of work consumed. 

This extraordinary statement is a clear expression of the doctrine that 

biology determines output and is a ringing denunciation of excessive 

hours.43 

While embracing the physiological model, the HMWC echoed the 

now common moral argument in favor of women’s rest: free time was 

necessary for “creating and maintaining a wholesome family life, and 

secondly of developing the higher influences of social life.” Moreover, 

all workers needed an “opportunity for recreation, exercise, and the dis¬ 

charge of ordinary duties of citizenship and domestic life”—even in 

war. Finally, the committee recognized that the long hours worked 

under the pressures of military mobilization could not be expected with 

the peace. Moreover, the Commission of Enquiry into Industrial Un¬ 

rest of 1917 echoed these ideas when it claimed that fatigue and the 

consequent “nervousness” of workers was in large part responsible for 

the rank-and-file labor unrest of 1917.44 

It should not be surprising that the HMWC found wanting the tra¬ 

ditional punitive solutions to bad timekeeping. An HMWC survey of 

absenteeism and tardiness in February 1916 discovered that while on 

average workers lost only 1.74 hours per week, shipbuilders lost 4.24 

hours. The most obvious explanation was that shipbuilders worked the 

most overtime of any group studied (7.05 hours compared with an 

average of 5.23 hours). Lost hours more than erased the relative gains 

in overtime. As late as October 1917, women workers also lost more 

time to absenteeism and tardiness than they made up in overtime.45 In¬ 

sofar as bad timekeeping and thus reduced output were linked to fa¬ 

tigue, the only solution was reduced worktime.46 

Soon HMWC investigators were analyzing the impact of shorter 

hours, rest breaks, and even holidays on output. In 1916-1917, H. M. 

Vernon conducted careful studies of shell production of women under 

different work schedules. Compared with a 74.8-hour week, hourly out¬ 

put was 34 percent higher with a nominal workweek of 61.5 hours and 

58 percent higher with 54.8 hours; even weekly output was 11 percent 

higher in a 61.5-hour week and 9 percent greater in a 54.8-hour week. 

Moreover, output per hour rose with hour diminutions only gradually 

over a four-month period. This confirmed the doctrine that workers did 
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not simply raise output to recover lost piece-rate income. Rather, “a 

worker, [found] unconsciously and gradually by experience that he 

could work more strenuously and quickly for a short-hour week than 

for a long-hour week.” By eliminating Sunday work, which had pro¬ 

duced “six days of work in seven days,” output also improved.47 

By January 1916, Vernon had concluded that men and boys should 

not work more than sixty-five to sixty-seven hours and women only 

sixty hours per week, with Sunday rest for all. By mid-1917, he revised 

those figures downward to sixty hours for men and fifty to fifty-five 

for women. More efficient work movements, more prompt starts, and 

regular daily and weekly rest with a minimum of overtime would, ac¬ 

cording to Vernon, easily recuperate lost worktime.48 

Researchers for the HMWC embraced many worktime reforms; they 

found that the “one-break system” increased output and advocated re¬ 

placing overtime with a two-shift schedule. These schedules would 

maximize the use of machines without damaging “human capital.”49 

The HMWC also favored regularly spaced short rest breaks and holi¬ 

days. Investigators found that the five-hour “stint” allowed under the 

Factory Act was too long. They favored the use of regular ten to fifteen 

minute tea breaks, which “should be compulsory and rest pauses at 

other times be checked as far as possible.” Vernon found also that out¬ 

put rose dramatically after and before holidays. These rests were more 

efficacious than mere reductions of daily worktime because they facili¬ 

tated plant repair and allowed rest for management who could not take 

the “odd day off like the ordinary worker.” In August 1916, Dr. George 

Newman, chairman of the HMWC, testified before a special Holidays 

in Relay Committee that at least 30 percent of munitions workers were 

in great need of a holiday for “jollification.” They needed “physiological 

rest” and even more a “change of thought and of experience.” He advo¬ 

cated short trips from Arsenal to Blackpool. Newman preferred a brief 

holiday of two to three days for “the average worker does not know 

how to spend a holiday.”50 Even these modernizers were hardly free of 

traditional employer paternalism. 

The recommendations of the Health of Munitions Workers’ Com¬ 

mittee did not go unheeded. As early as May 1916 the Munitions Min¬ 

istry Committee on the Hours of Labour (led by B. Seebohm Rowntree) 

recommended the elimination of Sunday work, a sixty-five-hour maxi¬ 

mum workweek for youths under eighteen, and a twelve-hour daily 

maximum for women. These rather modest requests were mostly imple¬ 

mented by November 1916. Moreover, Munitions Tribunals refused to 
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insist that men work Sundays. In any case, by the end of 1916 most 

employers realized that Sunday work was unprofitable.51 By luly 1917, 

the Munitions Ministry required employers to adhere to a sixty-three- 

hour maximum for all workers. And, in November 1917, the Minister 

of Munitions, Winston Churchill, believing that bad timekeeping was 

"‘entirely due to long hours and overwork,” ordered fifteen national mu¬ 

nitions factories to reduce hours from sixty to fifty per week, despite the 

opposition of management. Churchill’s action prompted a committee 

of the Engineering Employers’ Federation to study reduced worktime.52 

The Home Office conditionally supported a two-shift system even 

for women (divided between 6:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m. and 2:00 p.m. to 

10:00 P.M.). Employers of women textile workers, especially in north¬ 

ern England and Scotland, increasingly adopted the one-break system 

after 1917, starting work at 8:00 a.m. Both winter darkness and the 

problems of long journeys to work and family duties made arrival at 

work at 6:00 a.m. very difficult. This reform often meant a reduction 

from fifty-four hours to fifty hours. Employers attempted to recover 

part of the lost ninety minutes of morning work in a lengthened after¬ 

noon stint. This led workers to demand an eight-hour day ending at 

5:00 P.M.53 

All of this activity points to the “technical” support for labor’s post¬ 

war bid for reduced worktime. The one-break system and the two-shift 

scheme became openings for an eight-hour day. Fatigue science gave 

legitimacy to short hours and provided a scientific rationale for granting 

it to a work force that, even during the war, was unwilling and probably 

unable to sustain unstinted labor.54 

This function of work science as a vehicle for an improved labor stan¬ 

dard and social peace was most clearly revealed in Lord Leverhulme’s 

The Six Hour Day. This book, published in 1918 by a member of the 

well-known Lever Brothers, painted a postwar picture of “progressive 

democracy” as an alternative to “the slough of socialism and anarchy.” 

His vision of “a symmetrically and proportionately increased” eco¬ 

nomic pie eschewed both the “magic of the ‘perpetual motion’ fetish 

of long hours of toil with low wages and the ‘philosophers’ stone’ of 

‘ca’canny.’” A key to the solution to social conflict was a six-hour day 

in two or three shifts, a scheme that would both eliminate fatigue 

(and increase leisure) as well as maximize the use of machines. As the 

“dull monotonous grind” of long hours would end, the principal cause 

of “labour unrest”—“nervousness”—would be eliminated. Output 

levels would be maintained by the introduction of occupational screen- 
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ing, improved work methods, better tools, and electrification. This 

would be “no loafers’ paradise” but a time-efficient economy, where 

there would be no place for the “idle rich or ca’canny poor.” Higher 

wages would result and, with shorter hours, new markets for consumer 

goods would be generated. At the same time, a new economy would 

emerge, characterized by increased output facilitated by the shift sys¬ 

tem. Finally, with increased leisure, Britain could build an “improved 

race,” create garden suburbs, and, by extending the school-leaving age, 

develop an educated citizenry.55 

Leverhulme’s book, cited both by the HMWC and by labor intellec¬ 

tuals, expressed a material utopia that had wide appeal. Carter Good¬ 

rich, in his study of workers’ control movements after the war, noted 

the willingness of British (like French) labor to accept piece rates and 

bonus systems (when they were negotiated) and to cooperate with 

mechanization (when higher wages and reduced worktime were part of 

the package). This achievement required less a technical solution than a 

political one, a fact that had been obvious to reformers since the 1890s 

upsurge of interest in the eight-hour day. It led to an important but 

ultimately fragile movement for interclass cooperation. It attempted 

to redirect the old contest over work and property, hours and output, 

toward the productive but also socially liberating solution of a time- 

efficient economy.56 

Corporatism and International Reform, 

1890-1918 

Work science and Taylorism had obvious policy implica¬ 

tions. The reformist wing of these movements sought allies within the 

state bureaucracies and political networks. A reform coalition emerged 

in Britain and France that employed the language of industrial science 

to fashion a politics of interclass cooperation. In the 1890s, this group 

was roughly associated with solidaritism of the Radical party in France 

and the left wing of Liberalism and Fabian Socialism in Britain. Al¬ 

though this network had few successes before World War I, it emerged 

during and briefly after the war as a principal contender for shaping 

early twentieth-century capitalist democracy. Perhaps its most impor¬ 

tant contribution was in helping to win an international eight-hour day 

in 1919. 
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At base this network hoped to create “social peace” by attaching the 

working classes to the established order. This would be accomplished 

by alleviating economic inequities and insecurities through the pro¬ 

gressive income tax, social insurance, workplace regulation, and job- 

finding agencies. To reduce industrial conflict, many reformers also fa¬ 

vored collective bargaining and, when necessary, public mediation and 

arbitration.57 

Yet members of the reform network went beyond the question of 

“social peace.” A more positive theme was an efficient social economy. 

The state should recognize the social as well as the productive compo¬ 

nents of the economy. Through regulation, especially of worktime, the 

work force would be more effective both on the job and in society. 

These themes were hardly new to the 1890s. They underlay the de¬ 

bates over the British Ten Hour Act of 1847 and the liberal discourse 

on worktime in the nineteenth century. Yet they were applied with 

new vigor and greater authority in this progressive age of scientism. 

This group rejected the old distinction between the “free” adult male 

worker, whose “rights” were violated when the state intervened in the 

job contract, and the dependency of female and child labor. Insofar as 

the ideal was an improved social economy and thus the reduction of the 

pathologies of an “unscientific” allocation of time, this classical liberal 

distinction made litde sense. 

The new reformers also rejected the traditional “moral” analysis of 

social diseases (alcoholism, labor unrest, and poverty). Using recently 

developed sociological and economic analysis, they increasingly linked 

these “moral” failings to economic insecurity and overwork, rather than 

to inadequate “social controls.” Theories of fatigue science were espe¬ 

cially important in this context. Reformers also tended to reject eco¬ 

nomic individualism and the worship of “market forces,” so dear to the 

classical liberals. This made them more amenable to the technological 

approach of the Taylorites to solving the problems of distributing 

wealth and time. Indeed, technology rather than minimum wages or 

even worktime regulation was their favored solution to the social prob¬ 

lem of economic insecurity and overwork. Their critique of classical 

economics led them to conclude that unrestricted competition could 

lower rather than raise the material and moral standards of working- 

class families. Finally, by establishing wider organizations—both cor- 

poratist and international—the reform network created new vehicles 

for change. 

In France and Britain, these movements took forms that reflected 
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their somewhat different systems of industrial relations. I will briefly 

identify major organizations and trends separately for each country. Yet 

the reader should notice that the similarities outweigh the differences. 

In the 1890s in France, an extraordinary coterie of law and econom¬ 

ics professors, allied with a small core of government officials, and Radi¬ 

cal and moderate socialist deputies formed a network committed to 

state intervention in labor relations. This group centered around Paul 

Cauwes’s Revue cVeconomic politique (from 1886). Prominent activists 

included the legal experts Raoul Jay and Charles Rist, the economists 

Paul Pic and Charles Gide, the bureaucrats Arthur Fontaine and Charles 

Picquenard, and the politicians Justin Godart (a Radical) and Alexandre 

Millerand (an independent socialist). Educators in this group trained 

students who produced many of the studies cited in this volume.58 

From 1899, Fontaine, director of the Office du Travail, assured in¬ 

creasingly sophisticated collection of data on worktime and other con¬ 

ditions of employment essential for legislation. He helped to establish a 

tradition of openness to reform within, and introduced a generation of 

functionaries to, what became after 1906 the Ministry of Labor. De¬ 

spite their often antirepublican politics, Albert du Mun and other So¬ 

cial Catholics proposed a legislative agenda and an interventionist and 

corporatist ideology that was quite similar to the secular Radicals and 

moderate socialists. Even the Marxist Paul Lafargue, in December 1891, 

briefly advocated a legislative alliance with Social Catholic deputies. 

Alexandre Millerand, as minister of commerce (1900—1902), intro¬ 

duced experimental eight- and nine-hour workdays in various govern¬ 

ment establishments.59 

Most reformers preferred a system of workers’ cooperatives and col¬ 

lective bargaining to state regulation. Yet organized French labor re¬ 

mained weak: only 180,000 workers were members of unions in 1890 

and, although this number rose rapidly after 1900 reaching nearly 1 

million by 1913, this represented only 12 percent of the industrial work 

force. Moreover, multiclass institutions (e.g., the prud’hommes and the 

conseils du travail) palled into insignificance when compared with inter¬ 

class German social insurance committees or wage boards in Britain. 

Government conciliation during strikes was confined to the ad hoc me¬ 

diation of prefects. Therefore, a program of labor legislation was a nec¬ 

essary substitute for weak collective bargaining.60 

Labor legislation was not only to even the playing field, but to con¬ 

tribute to technological modernization and gradually to improve wages. 

Drawing on comparative wage data, Jay, Waxweiler, and others noted 
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correlations between short hours, high wages, and high productivity. 

Thus, legislation for shorter workdays, far from undermining business 

competitiveness, was to create conditions encouraging innovation and 

subsequent improved productivity.61 

This shift of the short-hours debate from the protection of women 

to the creation of a more efficient economy removed one of the prin¬ 

cipal obstacles to the advocacy of short hours for men. Charles Rist’s 

study of the regulation of the workday for men found meaningless the 

classic distinction between the “free” adult male and the “dependent” 

female and child worker. By 1899, Parliament apparently agreed when 

it regulated the hours of men on the railroads and, by 1905, in the 

coal mines.62 

In Britain, a similar network of reformers emerged in the 1890s. It 

was based in the Webbs and their Fabian associates who had much in¬ 

fluence in the academic community. In the early 1890s, liberal academ¬ 

ics like John Rae, Thomas Munro, Thorold Rogers, Victorine Jeans, 

and Stanley Jevons all favored some form of hours regulation. With ac¬ 

cess to a number of journals, including Contemporary Review, The Nine¬ 

teenth Century, and National Review, as well as the eclectic but scholarly 

Economic Journal and even the Journal of the Royal Statistical Society, this 

group was hardly isolated.63 

Between 1892 and 1894, the Royal Commission on Labour gave a 

full, if not largely favorable, airing of proposals for labor legislation. 

The result in 1893 was the creation of the Labour Department within 

the Board of Trade. It published die Labour Gazette, a compendium of 

data and information regarding labor relations and legislation. The La¬ 

bour Department, first headed by A. J. Mundella (a prominent Liberal 

member of Parliament and president of the Board of Trade) was largely 

staffed with people sympathetic to unionization. They included, for 

example, H. L. Smith of Toynbee Hall and John Burnett, former Amal¬ 

gamated Society of Engineers’ official and one-time leader of the nine- 

hour movement. The Labour Department was charged with facilitating 

joint boards for collective bargaining; only as a last resort did it provide 

mediation. The number of joint boards, representing regional associa¬ 

tions of employers and trade unions, increased from 64 in 1894 to 325 

in 1913—although many were ephemeral. As early as 1892, centralized 

national bargaining took place in coal and cotton textiles. And in 1906, 

with the victory of the Liberals, a number of items on the reform coali¬ 

tion’s agenda became law: that year the Trade Disputes Act was passed, 

which protected trade union funds in strikes; in 1908 the Miners’ Eight 
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Hour Act became law; and in 1909 the Trade Boards’ Act established 

committees to set minimum wages in sweated trades.64 

Like the French, British reformers favored a system of collective bar¬ 

gaining to assure “social peace.” Yet they were far more successful than 

the French. Britain had a far larger and more cohesive trade union 

movement—organizing over twice the percentage of the work force on 

the eve of the war. Moreover, British employers were much more will¬ 

ing than their French counterparts to join associations for the purpose 

of collective bargaining. 

The principle of “home rule for industry” reduced the demand for a 

legal reduction of worktime for males in Britain. Yet although Liberal 

and Labour party members continued to petition for general eight- 

hour legislation, powerful employer organizations like the Engineering 

Employers’ Federation successfully resisted hour reductions. And, also 

like the French, the British government in 1891 introduced the eight- 

hour day in state-owned shipyards and armories. Still, in Britain hours 

reform was primarily channeled through a superior trades organization 

infrastructure. In contrast, French reform was focused on legislation.65 

Despite these national differences, in both countries the reform net¬ 

work adopted international strategies. These groups had long recog¬ 

nized that the market tended to depress the labor standard even as it 

contributed to economic efficiency. This, of course, had been a prin¬ 

cipal rationale for national legislation since the 1840s in both countries. 

Yet, by the 1890s it was becoming obvious to reformers that the prob¬ 

lem of competition was international. In 1870 and 1871, British engi¬ 

neers succeeded in winning a nine-hour day, despite the fact that in the 

short run it raised costs. In the 1890s, however, employers stoutly re¬ 

sisted the eight-hour movement, noting the declining dominance of 

British machinery in the world market. Technology and capital had be¬ 

come increasingly mobile and labor productivity less advantageous to 

the British. Thus, in contrast to the 1840s or 1870s, the refusal of En¬ 

glish business in the 1890s to lead Europe in raising the labor standard 

met with parliamentary approval.66 

From the standpoint of reform, the solution was to create an inter¬ 

national labor standard undergirded by conventions or treaties that as¬ 

sured rough uniformity across industrial frontiers. This alone would 

prevent international competition from undermining the advanced hour 

(or other labor) standard of any country. 

Robert Owen was the first to advocate international labor legislation 

in a letter to the Congress of Vienna in 1815. If this proposal was curtly 
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dismissed by conservative diplomats, the concept hardly died; in 1880, 

an international conference on public hygiene in Brussels called for 

a common set of labor standards (weekly rest, prohibition of night 

work for women, a “normal” workday, etc.). German economists of the 

“historical school,” including Lujo Brentano and Gustav Smoller, as 

well as Social Catholics like Wilhelm Von Kettler, supported inter¬ 

national labor standards.67 In 1881, a group of Swiss textile manufac¬ 

turers and reformers, concerned with cutthroat competition, asked the 

Swiss Federal Council to call an international conference for setting la¬ 

bor norms. The logic of the transnational labor standard was also clear 

to the founders of the Second International in 1889 in Paris, who made 

an international eight-hour day their leading demand.68 

In an effort to formulate a conservative alternative to the program of 

international socialism, William II abandoned Bismarck’s cautious posi¬ 

tion of nonintervention in the labor contract. He coopted the Swiss 

plan for an international labor conference, when he convened his own 

meeting in Berlin in March 1890. After fifteen days of discussion, dele¬ 

gates from Britain and most western European countries published the 

following recommendations: raising the age of entry into mines and 

factories to fourteen and twelve years in northern Europe and to twelve 

and ten years in the south; for women, an eleven-hour maximum work¬ 

day, pregnancy leave, and prohibition of night work; and for all “de¬ 

pendents,” the “desirability of a day of weekly rest.” These most mild 

proposals pointedly excluded regulating the worktime of men, which 

Jules Simon, the elder representative of France, declared was contrary 

to “liberty.” It did, however, establish the precedent of international la¬ 

bor conferences and legitimized international regulation.69 

In 1897, another group met in Brussels. It was composed not of dip¬ 

lomats but of savants, many of whom were schooled in the new theories 

of work science. They ranged from Ernest Mahaim of Belgium, and 

Lujo Brentano of Germany, to Paul Pic of France. In 1900, this group 

founded the International Association for Labor Legislation (LALL). A 

French section was formed in 1901. Its directing committee in its first 

decade represented a curious ideological mix: it included not only the 

reform network (e.g., Cauwes, Fontaine, Pic, Millerand, and Jay), but 

Hubert Lagardelle (editor of Mouvement Socialiste), moderate trade 

unionists Edmond Briat and August Keufer, and even the “Blanquist” 

socialist Edouard Vaillant, Social Catholic Albert de Mun, and Chris¬ 

tian Democrat Abbe Lemire. The British section, founded in 1905, in¬ 

cluded the academic Thomas Oliver as chairman, with Sidney Webb 
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and the Lord Bishop of Oxford as vice-chairmen. Committee members 

included a galaxy of “Lib-Lab” figures: A. H. Crosfield, J. W. Hill, Al¬ 

fred Monds, Sophy Sanger, and the trade unionist Arthur Henderson. 

The LALL recognized fifteen sections: perhaps the French and German 

were the strongest. It served as a vehicle not only for international com¬ 

munication on labor legislation (through its International Labor Office 

in Basel) but provided labor with ties to influential reformist elites.70 

The IALL’s achievements, however, were few. At international con¬ 

ferences held in 1906 and 1912, the IALL promoted two international 

conventions over which there was wide consensus—the prohibition of 

white phosphorus in the manufacture of matches and night work for 

women. By 1914, sixteen states had ratified the former and fourteen, 

the latter convention. In 1910, the IALL initiated a campaign for inter¬ 

national conventions to eliminate night work for boys under eighteen 

and a ten-hour day for women and children.71 

These measures hardly seriously challenged the code of nineteenth- 

century liberalism. Yet the idea of extending the concept of the treaty 

from the traditional arenas of diplomacy, war, and commerce to the 

“domestic” realm of the workplace was a radical idea. It threatened the 

extraterritoriality of productive property and asserted the universal 

right of workers to a minimum labor standard in spite of the “laws of 

the market.” By 1912, the IALL went further by supporting a system of 

three shifts of eight hours in continuous-process industries (steel, chemi¬ 

cals, glass, etc.) in place of the traditional schedule of mo twelve-hour 

stints. Although without success, this campaign was a breakthrough. 

Not only did it go beyond the taboo on regulating adult male labor, 

but it drew heavily on the literature of fatigue science.72 

The moderation of the IALL may be interpreted in part as strategy. 

In seeking to win a general acceptance of the principle of an inter¬ 

national labor standard, this organization was careful to propose the 

most widely accepted norms. Yet there were also sharp divisions within 

the international reform network as to what not only could but should 

be done. For example, in 1892, L. Brentano, an important theorist of a 

high-wage and short-hours economy, rejected the possibility of a uni¬ 

versal hours standard: given the wide differences between the produc¬ 

tivity rates of different economies and work cultures, such a standard 

would be “unscientific” and impede the development of poorer regions. 

Moreover, in the French section, while Vaillant had argued for an eight- 

hour law for twenty years before the war, de Mun stressed mostly the 

repos hebdomadaire. Paul Pic and Alexandre Millerand increasingly took 
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a cautious stance on hours reform and, after the war, attacked the eight- 

hour law. Yet the IALL became the core of an international network of 

labor reformers whose members founded the International Labor Or¬ 

ganization in 1919 and, on a much larger scale, attempted to create an 

international labor standard. They played a vital role in the coming of 

the eight-hour day.73 

Reform and World War I 

During the last year of World War I, it had become ap¬ 

parent that many ol the traditional constraints against reduction of the 

workday had broken down in France and Britain. Faith that technology 

and new work methods could overcome lost labor time was widespread 

in French reformist circles; efficiency science had won advocates in the 

British government. In France, the Ministry of Labor supported the 

claims of Thomas’s Ministry of Munitions that industrial innovation 

was the key to social reform. In Britain in 1918, the Industrial Fatigue 

Research Board institutionalized the work of the Health of Munitions 

Workers’ Committee. These bodies provided data in support of the 

claim that efficiencies could be won with reduced durations of work. 

Yet there remained strong opposition to the principle of a normal 

workday. In 1918, the British Munitions Ministry met stiff opposition 

from employers who were convinced that the pace of work in a shorter 

day would remain the same if not worse than in a longer day. In De¬ 

cember 1918, railroad employer Lord Bessborough claimed that an 

eight-hour day would “wipe out all margin of profit” and textile em¬ 

ployers denied that short hours could recover production standards 

without the addition of expensive new machinery. Despite the appeals 

of the one-break system and shift work, management feared that work¬ 

ers would resist these innovations as disruptive to family life. Moreover, 

even Minister of Labour Robert Horne, as late as January 1919, op¬ 

posed a general workday. Although he accepted the notion of linking 

worktime to fatigue, Horne argued that hours should be set according 

to the “nature and conditions of work” and not standardized at eight 

hours as a social entitlement. He favored no more than collective bar¬ 

gaining to bring a reduction of worktime—not legislation.74 

In January 1919, French labor inspectors reported only modest revi¬ 

sion of prewar hostility to shorter hours among employers. Whereas the 



128 A Quest for Time 

idea of a semaine anglaise for women and youth was widely accepted, 

the eight-hour day was not. Although these labor inspectors had em¬ 

braced the rhetoric of the conservation of “human capital,” traditional 

fears ot mass leisure and the ideology ot liberte du travail still prevailed. 

The increasing importance of France’s “competitive position” played 

a predominant role in inspectors’ skepticism regarding an eight-hour 

standard. In addition, small businesses continued to reject any efforts to 

compress worktime as threats to their labor-intensive businesses.75 

The ideology of industrial science and the reform network went far 

toward legitimizing the social and economic utility ot a short workday. 

Yet the principle of the trois huits, as labor standard and a right of citi¬ 

zenship, was far from being established. The impetus for a successful 

movement would come from the war itself. Mass discontent emerged 

among workers and returning veterans who sought a release from the 

fatigue of the war factories and expected that real change would be the 

reward for their four years of sacrifice. 



6 
Labor Insurgency, International 
Reform, and the Origins of the 
Eight-Hour Day, 1917-1924 

The “three eights,” the equal distribution of the day be¬ 

tween work, rest, and leisure, had been a slogan for a generation of May 

Days since 1890. It became a reality for many only with the eight-hour 

movements of 1917—1919. While Lenin’s dream of world revolution 

failed, the eight-hour day swept across Europe as governments and em¬ 

ployers conceded this major reform to exhausted and sometimes mili¬ 

tant people. 

The movement for the eight-hour day spanned the prewar and post¬ 

war periods. It was an expression of a growing popular desire for time 

liberated from work and available for new leisure opportunities and 

emerging family-centered values. Its radical demand for a reduction 

from a nine-, ten-, or even twelve-hour workday challenged, as could no 

wage increase, the economic and cultural status quo. Not only had the 

eight-hour day been a symbol of the Second International, but it had 

been a transnational goal of labor and reformers in a developing world 

economy where competition blocked improvements in the labor stan¬ 

dard at the national level. 

The eight-hour day was also a linchpin in a broad economic and so¬ 

cial program: it promised not only to reduce unemployment and raise 

129 



130 A Quest for Time 

wages, but also to rationalize and intensify production, and to rejuve¬ 

nate family and cultural life. It was to create a new social economy of 

time. Moreover, these objectives bridged class lines, drawing both the 

support of organized labor and a network of professional reformers. A 

loose interclass coalition emerged briefly in 1919, winning in principle 

an international eight-hour day while other reforms and revolutionary 

goals failed. 

Labor and social historians of the prewar generation, however, have 

largely ignored the hours issue, relegating it to the minor status of 

a wage-related matter or seeing it as a diversion from revolutionary 

projects.1 Yet the goal of reduced worktime was more than an economic 

issue. The eight-hour movement expressed a new leisure ethic—the de¬ 

sire for regular continuous blocks of time free from the work environ¬ 

ment. Further, employers traditionally resisted worktime reductions 

much more intensely than wage increases. The British engineers’ strike 

of 1897 and even more the French general strike of May 1906 for the 

eight-hour day appeared only at the apogee of union expansion; yet un¬ 

bending employer opposition guaranteed that they achieved litde. The 

eight-hour day was a radical objective that could be won widely only at 

the national level and, without a revolutionary upheaval, only with the 

assistance of well-placed political mediators.2 Most of all, it required the 

context of both an international insurgency and a political network—a 

period of social discontinuity and restructuring. Ultimately, the signifi¬ 

cance of the eight-hour day became clear only after World War I when 

these conditions emerged. 

Thus, an insurgency that spread across Europe between 1917 and 

1920 issued an eight-hour day as its first and most permanent fruit. Al¬ 

though this reform played an important role in the Versailles Treaty and 

became a goal of the International Labor Organization, social histo¬ 

rians of the postwar period have fixed their attention on the insurgency. 

While this emphasis has helped to explain the origins of the split of the 

European Left, it also has obscured the interaction between insurgency 

and reformism in the coming of the eight-hour day.3 A neglect of poli¬ 

tics—both at the national and international level—has left social his¬ 

tory without an explanation of how these socially significant reforms 

were won. 

International historians, traditionally focusing on the postwar bal¬ 

ance of power and ideology, and more recently on the economic conse¬ 

quences of the war, have neglected this attempt to create a national and, 

indeed, international labor standard based on the eight-hour day. Of 

course, postwar reformism centered also on questions of national plan- 
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ning, workers’ control, and nationalization—all products of wartime 

mobilization. Yet the hours question became a particularly sensitive ba¬ 

rometer of the power of labor after 1918; it played a central role in the 

ongoing struggle between advocates of reform and restoration, be¬ 

tween proponents of international economic “disarmament” and na¬ 

tionalist market competition.4 

This chapter analyzes the coming of the eight-hour day (or the forty- 

eight-hour week) to Britain and France in 1919. It explains how con¬ 

trasting political structures and labor relations systems produced differ¬ 

ing paths to this new leisure standard in these two nations; it illustrates 

the continuing impact of national institutional and cultural factors on 

an important trend in industrial societies. Yet even more, this chapter 

analyzes how the postwar period opened up a unique opportunity for 

an international labor standard—a goal that has eluded and, in fact, has 

been largely abandoned by twentieth-century reformers after the mid- 

1920s. The debates over the eight-hour day crystallized a new discourse 

for both labor and management and helped to set the terms of the mod¬ 

ern social contest. 

War, Insurgency, and Reform 

In the six months after the armistice, the demand for the 

eight-hour day became irresistible. In Britain, from December 1918 to 

March 1919, major industries rapidly conceded reductions in work¬ 

time, the government promised an eight-hour law, and a wave of strikes 

swept the land for even more advanced demands for free time. In France, 

on April 23, 1919, the new Parliament approved an enabling act for an 

eight-hour day and a six-day week. In contrast to the ten-hour law, 

which was debated from 1892 to 1904 before it was implemented and 

still excluded many men, this act was passed with extraordinary speed, 

taking merely eight days from Chamber debate to enactment, and it 

“only” excluded farmworkers.5 

These dramatic reversals of a generation of business and government 

hostility to eight-hour reform were not merely rewards for sacrifices 

made during the war. As noted in chapter 5, officials in both France and 

Britain resisted the eight-hour trend. As late as July 1916, the allied 

unions at Leeds demanded no more than a postwar eight-hour day for 

men in continuous-process industries (e.g., metallurgy and chemicals).6 

This breakthrough can only be explained in the context of insur- 
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gency and a reform coalition that emerged in the last two years of the 

war; in turn, these forces drew on a generation of campaigning for 

shorter labor time. Eight-hour agitation had hardly been shelved for the 

war. In Britain, a threatened strike of railroad workers forced the Board 

of Trade into promising, in August 1917, a “favourable attitude” to¬ 

ward the reduction of worktime after the war. And British engineering 

unions had merely postponed their demand for a forty-seven-hour 

week for the duration. As early as June 1918, unions as diverse as iron 

molders and textile workers sought negotiations for the eight-hour day. 

In July, miners proposed a six-hour day.7 Moreover, in France the emerg¬ 

ing militancy of women munitions workers produced strikes in 1917 

that forced the government to concede the ten-hour day with a Satur¬ 

day half-holiday (the semaine atujlaise)—a demand that for a generation 

had animated women workers.8 

In the fall of 1918, both the TUC and the CGT had raised the eight- 

hour banner for postwar social reconstruction. Appeals were clearly 

linked to prewar hours apologetics. On January 28, 1919, the French 

socialists submitted a bill for the eight-hour day for all employees. The 

socialist proposal recalled the old arguments that the Chamber of Depu¬ 

ties had so often heard from Jules Guesde and Edouard Vaillant before 

the war.9 A reduced workday would alleviate unemployment (expected 

after the demobilization), diminish the psychological and physical costs 

of increasingly mechanized work, and insure more time for family life 

and self-education.10 

Yet, by 1919 proponents of the eight-hour day focused primarily on 

political and efficiency themes. First, both labor movements stressed 

that increased leisure was a just reward for the “working masses” for 

their “sacrifices” during the war and a proper expression of a new post¬ 

war world “fit for heroes”—regardless of the immediate economic 

costs. A common workday, despite traditions of sharp differences in la¬ 

bor duration, was to be a social right. A second and even stronger 

theme was to relate short hours to economic innovation. British trade 

unionists stressed the economic payoff' of a briefer, more efficient work¬ 

day with lessened fatigue; the French emphasized that the eight-hour 

day would lead to a “better regulated and more intense production,” 

insofar as employers were forced to compensate for reduced worktime 

by introducing more productive methods.11 Both British fatigue science 

and French Saint-Simonianism were commonplace themes in prewar so¬ 

cialist and labor theory, even if they were not always embraced by trade 

unionists.12 Third, the postwar short-hours movement could claim to 
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be international. Although the eight-hour day had been a demand of 

the two Socialist Internationals, only in 1919 had the dream of inter¬ 

national labor legislation become a possibility in that brief and dramatic 

restructuring of interstate relations. 

These three appeals became the basis of a loose coalition encompass¬ 

ing not only the socialist and labor Left, but an important network of 

middle-class reformers in both countries. As described in chapter 5, the 

gap between labor and industrial reformers decreased in the generation 

before and during the war. In Britain, work efficiency experts gained 

significant influence over working hours through the Health of Muni¬ 

tions Workers Committee. They successfully promoted the ideas of the 

efficiency of a compressed workday, the one-break system, shift work, 

and the regular but regulated holiday. These investigators were con¬ 

cerned not only about output but were convinced that long fatiguing 

hours contributed to workers’ unrest.13 Important sectors of British in¬ 

dustry—especially the engineering employers—had been prepared for 

a major reduction in hours during the war.14 Finally, the Whitley Re¬ 

port of March 1917 was the culmination of years of effort by the British 

government to encourage collective bargaining as a means of setting in¬ 

dustrywide labor standards. The Joint Industrial (or Whitley) Councils 

created a somewhat important instrument for postwar industrial hours 

agreements in less organized trades.15 

In France, the war also created a loose coalition between organized 

labor and socially influential reformers. Advocates of coupling innova¬ 

tion with shorter hours embraced scientific management as a way of re¬ 

ducing hours while raising output and wages. The socialist head of the 

Munitions Ministry, Albert Thomas, encouraged the use of piece rates, 

mechanization, and factory reorganization. This dovetailed with the 

CGT’s own idea (developed as early as 1916) that industrial innovation 

could pave the way for postwar social reforms. On November 7, 1918, 

the CGT leadership looked forward to the introduction of new technol¬ 

ogies that would force management into consulting “our technical and 

administrative staff” who “will be ready to organize a new society” 

based on the “law of progress.” To be sure, Thomas and his successor in 

1917, Louis Loucheur, were far less daring than the British Ministry of 

Munitions in experimenting with short hours; still, after the war, they 

were leading advocates of reduced worktime as a necessary component 

of a package of industrial modernization in France.16 

The integration of the CGT and the Left into the Union Sacree gov¬ 

ernment in August 1914 seemed to create the possibility of a new sys- 
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tem of industrial relations patterned after the English. Yet, despite the 

creation of multiclass manpower commissions, factory delegates, and 

arbitration in the war factories, nothing like the British shop stewards 

or the Whitley Councils and works committees emerged in France. 

Thomas and other bureaucrats tended to deal directly with employers 

and workers’ delegates rather than mixed committees (and then most 

often on terms favorable to employers). The legacy of weak trade union 

organization and relatively intransigent employers was an institutional 

corporatism that was far less developed in France than in Britain.17 

Indeed, especially after the collapse of the Union Sacree in September 

1917, a substantial opposition to these tripartite bodies emerged in 

metal goods, railways, and construction led by Pierre Monatte, Gaston 

Monmousseau, and Raymond Pericat. By the spring of 1918 these mi- 

noritaires led antiwar strikes and, in emulation of Lenin’s Bolsheviks, 

hoped to smash the French state and create soviets out of French unions. 

Responding to the Bolshevik challenge, an official of the metalworkers, 

Alphonse Merrheim, denounced “catastrophic” political revolution. 

Whereas Bolshevism was “incomplete,” merely a destruction of the 

bourgeois state, Merrheim proposed an “economic revolution.” It 

would emerge from a new type of reformism involving labor’s direct 

participation in economic planning, a new and popular form of corpo¬ 

ratism. The sharp division on the Left over postwar strategy not only 

intensified the ideological debate but weakened the bargaining position 

of French labor. The result was that the movement for worktime reduc¬ 

tions in France focused on the state rather than on the negotiating 

table; moreover, the dependence of labor reformers on middle-class po¬ 
litical allies was more pronounced than in Britain.18 

The International Eight-Hour Day 

Still no coalition would have been possible without the 

international crisis of 1917—1920. What had happened between the 

modest demands of the Leeds Conference in )uly 1916 and January 

1919 was an international movement for the eight-hour day. Eight- 

hour proclamations began in the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 and 

then spread in 1918 to Finland and Norway, and to Germany in the 

wake of the November Revolution. By mid-December, the movement 

then passed to the new states of Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Austria. 
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From the revolutionary regimes of eastern and central Europe, it spread 

to Switzerland, where up to four hundred thousand struck for the 

eight-hour day in December 1918. In February the movement reached 

to Italy in a wave of shutdowns that first affected the metals industry 

and then spread to textiles, chemicals, and even agriculture. This insur¬ 

gency produced eight-hour laws in Spain, Portugal, and Switzerland by 

June and in the Netherlands and Sweden by November 1919.19 That 

workers in so many differing regions used this unique opportunity for 

reform to reduce working hours is powerful evidence of the near uni¬ 

versality of the appeal of increased leisure. 

International pressure from below for reduced worktime was paral¬ 

leled by hopes that the eight-hour day would become international law. 

Committed to this goal was a transnational network of reformers often 

rather erroneously labeled uWilsonians.” Many in these group were 

linked to the IALL. Key British actors were George Barnes, a moderate 

former leader of the Amalgamated Society of Engineers (ASE) and ac¬ 

tive in the eight-hour movement since 1897, and Malcolm Delevigne, a 

Flome Office bureaucrat and frequent delegate to international labor 

legislation conferences.20 In 1919, important French leaders were Justin 

Godart, a radical deputy and chairman of the Chamber’s Labor Com¬ 

mission, and Albert Thomas, from 1919 director of the new Inter¬ 

national Labor Office in Geneva (ILO). As an alternative to cutthroat 

competition and class conflict, this group advocated international and 

interclass cooperation. The association had long supported worktime 

reductions (although, only in 1919, the universal eight-hour day). In¬ 

creasingly this group shared the perspectives of the reformist wing of 

the Second International, whose program they largely adopted.21 

This reformist network cooperated to incorporate this program in 

the peace treaty. George Barnes declared that the war had been a “great 

leveler,” that the advanced countries had now to establish an “inter¬ 

national standard” for labor because “capital has no country.” In par¬ 

ticular, the labor standards of poor countries must be raised: “to safe¬ 

guard Dundee [we must] raise Calcutta.” Justin Godart wrote in more 

idealistic terms: because the World War “was a war of peoples, not of 

the mercenary,” the treaty, “in place of the classic articles devoted to the 

prerogatives of dynasties or of the alliances of kings,” would have to be 

“concerned with human interests.” A treaty that included labor statutes 

not only would produce a more lasting peace, but would assure an inter¬ 

national labor standard by eliminating competitive pressures.22 This link¬ 

age between national labor reform and the creation of an international 
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labor standard won French parliamentary recognition. On November 

26, 1918, Godart gained Chamber support for negotiations on a series 

of international conventions, which included worktime reductions.23 

The scheme for an industrial peace treaty was not isolated to the 

liberal-left establishment. On January 25, 1919, Georges Clemenceau 

persuaded the Preliminary Peace Conference to create a Commission 

for International Labor Legislation. This commission provided an al¬ 

ternative to the appeal of Bolshevism and the socialist’s Berne Congress 

for the attention of European labor. It was a perfect expression of the 

internationalism and corporatism of the IALL: American labor leader 

Samuel Gompers, who represented President Wilson, was its chairman, 

and the CGT’s Leon Jouhaux served as “technical assistant” to business¬ 

man and minister Louis Loucheur. British interests were represented by 

Barnes and Delevigne. 

The Commission for International Labor Legislation embraced a 

moderate British proposal of creating a permanent international labor 

office that, through annual international labor conferences composed of 

tripartite national delegations, would write international labor con¬ 

ventions. Agreeing that international action was needed in the face of 

“the nervousness of workers’ opinion,” the commission recommended 

on March 19 that an “Eight-Hour Convention” be drafted in Washing¬ 

ton in October at the first International Labour Conference. These 

ideas were enshrined in the Peace of 1919 (part XIII): “peace can be 

founded only on the base of social justice,” which in part required the 

“application of the principle of the eight-hour day or 48-hour week.” 

Despite this rather ambiguous commitment, workers and even employ¬ 

ers believed that the eight-hour day had international legal sanction in 

the spring of 1919.24 

British Unions and the Concession of Time 

Both international insurgency and diplomacy were neces¬ 

sary backdrops to the eight-hour day in Britain and France. With the 

peace came an explosion of trade union negotiation for increased lei¬ 

sure. British union officials in heavy industry negotiated at the national 

level for an immediate forty-seven- or forty-eight-hour week. Still long 

before the armistice, British militants in coal mining and engineering 

were mobilizing for workweeks below the forty-eight-hour level.25 
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By February 2, 1919, because of rapid demobilization, the Ministry 

of Labour warned the War Cabinet of the threat of unemployment. As 

early as December 1918, in response to fears of layoffs, radical shop 

stewards in munitions works near Newcastle, Coventry, and Glasgow 

agitated for forty-four-, forty-, and even thirty-six-hour workweeks. 

Even Robert Horne, a stern Tory minister of labor, recognized that 

“the question of working hours” had become “acute and pressing and 

that workers were unwilling to submit to long negotiations after four 

and one half years of hard routine.” Horne recognized that the postwar 

labor unrest was different from the past: not only had union officials 

lost control over some of the rank and file, but a tight labor market and 

expectation of government intervention on the workers’ side might well 

require “general reform.” Moreover, the government generally accepted 

the equity of workers’ claims for decreased worktime. As Lloyd George 

admitted one week after the armistice: “It is not a question of whether 

the men can stand the strain of a longer day, but that the working class 

is entided to the same sort ofleisure as the middle class.”26 

The most powerful British unions were quick to lay claim to that lei¬ 

sure. The National Union of Railwaymen redeemed the government’s 

pledge of shorter hours on December 6, 1918, in an agreement with 

the Board of Trade. The owners were not even a part of the negotia¬ 

tions. The engineers and related unions met with the Engineering and 

Shipbuilding employers in September and, although union leaders were 

expected to insist on a forty-four-hour week, they settled on Novem¬ 

ber 31 for a forty-seven-hour week. These agreements opened up the 

sluices for a gush of worktime agitation that played a dominant role in 

the unsettled season following the war. While major industries, espe¬ 

cially coal mining and dockyards negotiated for a workweek less than 

forty-eight hours, a series of unauthorized local strikes burst out in 

January and early February.27 

Workers in engineering and shipbuilding were the most militant. 

One-third of the engineers had voted against the forty-seven-hour “sell¬ 

out.” Wildcat strikes broke out in response to employer interpretations 

of the national hours agreements. Although most of these grievances 

were quickly resolved, the union leadership was forced to return to the 

bargaining table with the demand for a forty-four-hour week.28 

Even more dramatic were the Glasgow and Belfast strikes of late 

January. The forty-hour movement had been brewing on the Clyde 

since the fall of 1917. Indeed, the forty-hour goal was the moderate 

position accepted by the institutional Left. Some engineering shop 
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stewards had pressed for thirty-five or even thirty hours. Hoping to un¬ 

dercut these advanced demands, an amalgamated committee in Glasgow 

voted narrowly for a strike for January 27.29 This job action was strong¬ 

est among munitions engineers and shipbuilders, but it also gained sup¬ 

port among municipal workers. Although a demonstration on January 

29 produced clashes between police and strikers, Andrew Bonar-Law, a 

leading Conservative Cabinet member, refused to talk to a delegation 

from Glasgow. The strike died out within two weeks after dockworkers 

refused to join and efforts to link up with militant ASE members and 

electrical workers in London had failed.30 

These bursts of rank-and-file militancy hardly died in February. They 

continued sporadically through the summer of 1919. It is likely that 

they forced government officials to make rapid and largely favorable 

setdemcnts with coal miners and dockworkers. Moreover, although the 

Glasgow municipal “general” strike failed miserably, the more effective 

organizational model of the Triple Alliance did not. Composed of coal 

miners, railwaymen, and unions representing transport and dockwork¬ 

ers, the Triple Alliance threatened massive industrial action. In March 

this powerful coalition won favorable government intervention: the 

railwaymen finally obtained a complex forty-eight-hour agreement. The 

dockers and other transport workers went further and won a forty- 

four-hour week of “effective” work. The miners had demanded a six- 

hour day. After threatening a strike, the government, which still con¬ 

trolled the mines, awarded them a seven-hour day based on a hastily 

convened Coal Mines (Sankey) Commission.31 

These victories in the key sectors of heavy industry prompted a di¬ 

verse movement for worktime reductions elsewhere. As railworker offi¬ 

cial J. N. Clynes pointed out, “we could not detach any one great trade 

from the rest of the business.” The example of the engineers in machine 

shops of the textile industry and in iron and steel mills was followed by 

others in these works. Some campaigns grew out of prewar hours 

struggles: for example, blast-furnace men won a fifty-six-hour week— 

for many, a reduction from a twelve-hour day, seventy-two-hour work¬ 

week. Construction workers gradually gained a forty-four-hour work¬ 

week while textile workers setded on a forty-eight-hour week.32 Even 

the poorly organized bakers and retail clerks demanded shorter hours. 

In the spring the Joint Industrial Councils settled mostly on the forty- 

eight-hour standard in numerous small trades.33 

The eight-hour day had been won in Britain largely through crisis 

bargaining activated by an emboldened trade union movement and sup- 
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ported by the state. Behind both forces stood the threat of industrial 

action. In the end, Parliament and national politics played only a minor 

role. On February 4, 1919, the Federation of British Industry called for 

a joint conference of industry and organized labor to deal with the 

“grave conditions of industrial unrest.” In response, on February 27 key 

representatives of organized business and labor met in an industrial 

conference.34 In April, the conference drafted a forty-eight-hour bill at 

the very time when the French were preparing similar legislation. The 

purpose was to generalize the worktime reductions gained by the most 

powerful unions. Only domestic workers, seamen, and later farmworkers 

were to be exempt. The liberal opposition to regulating adult male 

worktime and setting a national hours standard appeared broken.35 

Yet neither politicians nor apparently organized labor showed much 

inclination to rush an act through Parliament. Outside of complaints 

from the weak farmworkers’ unions and seamen, organized labor 

scarcely noticed the bill in 1919. Voluntary Whitley committees, trade 

boards, and, most often, national negotiation committees achieved a 

basic forty-eight-hour standard without legislation. The result was an 

“industrial devolution.” Parliamentary action could only play the role of 

guaranteeing the new hours standard and of assuring its generalization 

to the weakest, least organized trades. In 1919, at least, organized 

workers apparendy felt strong enough not to insist on this guarantee.36 

Insurgency and Politics: 
The French Eight-Hour Victory 

In France, the relationship between insurgency, orga¬ 

nized trades, and politics was quite different. The French produced few 

strikes for worktime reductions in the first quarter of 1919. Indeed, 

even though the French were slow to show signs of an hours move¬ 

ment, this was doubtless the result of much weaker unions and a more 

repressive war economy than disinterest in the international movement. 

Still, by March 1919 French metalworkers, dockers, miners, and textile 

workers had demanded an eight-hour day. An alarmed Ministry of Inte¬ 

rior reported CGT growth especially in the white-collar sectors. Layoffs 

in war industries had stimulated eight-hour agitation. Moreover “the 

fever of enjoyment and pleasure” often expressed in a “frenetic epidemic 

of dancing” could not be contained after more than four years of sacri- 
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fice. A reduced workday surely had an enormous appeal in 1919. In¬ 

deed, police favored increased leisure as a means of “relaxing instincts 

too long suppressed.”37 

The CGT leadership eagerly exploited this situation. In early March, 

Jouhaux warned that “France is now on a volcano” and that he “de¬ 

clined all responsibility,” if, by May Day, the Parliament had not voted 

for an eight-hour bill. As early as November 24, 1918, a CGT mass 

meeting called for an eight-hour day for all workers—just days after 

the revolutionary regime in Germany had conceded this demand. The 

eight-hour day headed the list of reforms in the CGT Minimum Pro¬ 

gram of December 15 and in January 1919 Jouhaux won from the gov¬ 

ernment a vague promise for worktime legislation.38 

Despite the CGT’s threats of mass action, the reformist leaders were 

not sanguine that a political strike for the eight-hour day would succeed 

and were, of course, afraid of unleashing the Bolshevik bogey on them¬ 

selves.39 They supplemented the threat of insurgency with the Interfed- 

eral Cartel, probably inspired by the British Triple Alliance. In March, 

the CGT formed this cartel from its strongest unions (transport, mari¬ 

time, mines, metal, and construction) in order to coordinate bargaining 

for the eight-hour day and to enforce a May 1 deadline. After ten days 

of negotiation, the metalworkers won a national contract on April 17. 

In the face of strike threats for May Day and the growing movement for 

a forty-four-hour week, employers conceded a workday of eight hours 

(forty-eight hours per week). Similar negotiations in the rail and con¬ 

struction industries produced contracts by the first week of May.40 In 

this context, the generalized threat of an unleashed insurgency and the 

rallying around the workers’ May Pole were effective weapons to mobi¬ 

lize the traditionally languid Parliament to take action. 

The CGT leadership also found temporary allies in the government, 

which was determined to contain labor militancy. In January 1919, 

Georges Clemenceau, famous for breaking the 1906 eight-hour strikes, 

asked Louis Loucheur to convene what was significantly called the In- 

terministerial Commission on International Labor Treaties to draft an 

hours law. After meeting merely five times between March 15 and April 

7, the commission of notables from Parliament, labor, and management 

submitted a bill to the Chamber.41 

Business representatives on the Loucheur Commission were often 

unwilling participants. They argued in a “minority report” that if an 

eight-hour day became law, production would decrease, labor short¬ 

ages would emerge, and transportation and other costs would rise. It 
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“will change victory into defeat,” placing France in a disadvantageous 

market position.42 

Despite business opposition, Loucheur informed his friends in man¬ 

agement that “in this difficult hour no party could decline all responsi¬ 

bility.” Even Louis Guerin, the hard-line representative of French tex¬ 

tiles, recognized that this was “not the time to be opposed in principle 

to the progressive reduction of the workday” and that “if the majority 

of states adopt the principle of the eight-hour day ... in spite of [our] 

apprehensions, France cannot oppose it.” Both the urgency of mount¬ 

ing militancy and the legitimacy ot the eight-hour day in the inter¬ 

national legal arena forced employers to accept a law.43 

Defenders of the eight-hour bill, like Godart and Thomas, argued 

that the CGT had accepted mechanization as the price of reduced hours; 

an international eight-hour standard was inevitable; and this new stan¬ 

dard would prove to the soldiers that “something had changed.”44 The 

law was a compromise, incorporating both the demands of the CGT 

(especially for no cut in pay as a direct result of worktime reductions) 

and the pleading of management for exemptions, delays, and flexibility 

in the use of overtime. In fact, it was merely an enabling act: hours re¬ 

ductions became legal only after decrees were promulgated for each in¬ 

dustry in a complex and slow process.45 

The law’s authors hoped that this legislation would encourage the 

French to adopt English-style collective bargaining. Until early June, all 

went well as national eight-hour contracts were signed in the metal, rail¬ 

road, textiles, printing, leather, shoe, and construction industries. Col¬ 

lective bargaining even yielded reduced hours for some retail clerks 

(typically, nine-hour days) and for restaurant workers (twelve to four¬ 

teen hours of “presence” at work). Largely because of the eight-hour 

law, 1919 was an unprecedented year for the collective contract. Some 

557 were signed (as compared with the prewar high of 252 in 1910); 

331 of these included worktime reductions.46 

The Labor Ministry also slowly promulgated hours decrees after ob¬ 

taining advice from unions and employer associations. These decrees 

often simply mirrored collective contracts. Where unions were weak, 

decrees were produced from “mixed committees” of employers and 

workers. All decrees allowed exemptions for specialists, modified the 

eight-hour rule to accommodate the semaine anglaise, and approved an¬ 

nual overtime quotas (usually between 60 and 150 hours).47 To be sure, 

in the decade that followed labor inspectors were generally rather con¬ 

servative in issuing citations and were unsympathetic with unions that 
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refused to accept overtime provisions. Still they seemed to enforce the 

decrees, investigating complaints—even those published in the com¬ 

munist THumanite—and they often relied on unions to “signal” infrac¬ 

tions of the law.48 

The eight-hour law in France was as much a substitute for collective 

bargaining as a supplement to it. In Britain, the existence of powerful 

unions led to relatively successful national bargaining and government 

mediation to enforce a broad-based hours standard. In France, a similar 

end was reached when a threatened insurgency provoked parliamentary 

initiatives for a decree system. 

The result in both countries was a dramatic reduction of worktime, a 

clear concession to labor. Not only did the “high politics” of peacemak¬ 

ing and loose coalitions of labor and well-placed reformers play roles, so 

also did militant collective bargaining and the threat of an insurgency 

unleashed by the example of the Russian Revolution. This fortuitous 

cluster of forces prevailed over the normal inertia. This opening for 

change followed some of the patterns of similar crises in 1847—1848, 

1936—1938, and 1945—1947, which also produced reforms. The pres¬ 

sure for increased leisure, a quest that had been contained for a genera¬ 

tion, became irresistible in the international conjuncture of 1919. Yet 

this configuration began to shift after June 1919 toward the employers’ 

advantage when labor insurgency and unity abated and when the pros¬ 

pect for an international labor standard faded. 

The Closure, July 1919-1920 

In both Britain and France, attempts to consolidate the 

downward push of worktime in March and April 1919 did not end 

the rank-and-file movements for short hours. Militant opposition to the 

compromises made by union officials as the price for reduced hours 

continued to flare up. Yet by the end of the summer the hours move¬ 

ment had faded and employers were able to retake the offensive. 

Engineering union leaders in Britain were embarrassed by the un¬ 

willingness of their members to abandon the forty-four-hour week in 

January 1919. Nevertheless, from April through July British engineer¬ 

ing locals pressed for an eight-hour weekday with four hours of work 

on Saturday morning. Under the forty-seven-hour agreement, the week¬ 

day stint would actually be eight and a half hours (because of the Satur- 
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day half-holiday). Numerous districts refused overtime, a traditional 

tactic ot forcing action in bargaining. Moreover, the forty-four-hour 

idea spread to numerous other trades; proponents included shipyard 

workers, tugboatmen, bricklayers, and cabinetmakers. In May, in Shef¬ 

field, it became a municipal movement and won the support of a major¬ 

ity of trades. More diverse were the protests against new work rules im¬ 

posed to “compensate” for reduced worktime. Dockers in Liverpool 

refused to unload liquors after management eliminated their traditional 

drinking breaks. Factory workers protested the elimination of the break¬ 

fast break and the afternoon tea.49 

By July and August, however, these expressions of worktime mili¬ 

tancy had been eclipsed by national-level bargaining. In July, the cotton 

textile trades finally agreed to a forty-eight-hour settlement; and the en¬ 

gineering unions abandoned for a second time their goal of a forty- 

four-hour week after the engineering employers refused to negotiate 

other issues until the unions capitulated on hours.50 

Why did the forty-four-hour movement fail? In many cases, local 

unions lacked the support of their national federations who held the 

real power. Employers had litde reason to negotiate with the local 

union and owners often were forbidden to do so by their trade organi¬ 

zations. Moderate union officials distrusted shop steward radicals in 

much the same way as the French majoritaires feared the radical minori- 

taires. The forty-four-hour movement collapsed along with the shop 

steward cause. Moreover the overtime embargo had little effect because 

of the postwar slackening of demand. Finally, the trade union leader¬ 

ship was clearly skeptical that British industry could remain competitive 

against other nations whose workweeks extended to forty-eight hours 

or more.51 After July few new reductions took place, leaving minor 

trades and farmworkers out of the new world of the short hours.52 

In France, late spring brought a similar hope of a broader change but 

by summer the hours movement had also collapsed. May Day did not, 

as had been feared, unleash a general strike. Rather it was a broad and 

largely peaceful celebration. In all major cities and industrial regions, 

participation was widespread: rallies, sometimes punctuated with pro- 

Soviet speeches, were mixed in the holiday atmosphere of dancing and 

family picnics—surely a celebration of the new leisure.53 Yet, in May 

and June the eight-hour law did not, as expected, quiet labor militancy. 

At the same time, the law revealed divisions that would stall the insur¬ 

gency by July. 

Militant Parisian clothing, shoe, and bank workers struck in May for 
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the most advanced aim, the forty-four-hour week (an eight-hour day 

with the semaine antjlmse). They were rapidly defeated. Yet construction 

workers in Paris demanded and won (temporarily) a uniform eight- 

hour day throughout the workyear, not the seasonally adjusted work¬ 

day desired by employers. Strikes broke out in the departments both for 

an immediate eight-hour day and to force employers to raise pay to 

compensate for reduced worktime. Even without a national contract, 

some employers were obliged to reduce hours and, in August, even 

lowly road repair crews demanded less worktime. By June 2, Paris re¬ 

tailers also felt pressure from the leisure movement and organized (as 

they had in 1906) to prevent Sunday shop closings, which they believed 

(incorrecdy) that unions would soon win.54 

The Interfederal Cartel also continued its work. Miners struck on 

June 16 to defend an eight-hour bill opposed by the Senate. The threat 

of a sympathy strike from the maritime union led the Senate on June 24 

to give in. Fears of similar interfederal action produced an eight-hour 

law for commercial sailors soon thereafter.55 

Yet CGT leaders were unable either to control the insurgency or to 

maintain syndicalist unity. For example, in June, against the will of the 

Metalworkers’ Federation, the Seine metalworkers union struck for a 

forty-four-hour week and a raise in piece rates. Quickly, however, the 

issue of hours was lost as politics dominated debates, and even the Pari¬ 

sian leadership could not hold the reins. By June 25, while workers 

drifted back to the factory, the Interfederal Cartel refused to support a 

sympathy strike. The Parisian movement disintegrated into recrimina¬ 

tions between the leadership, compromised by its cooperation with the 

war effort, and the minoritaire opposition, with its pro-Soviet tenden¬ 

cies. On this reef, the Interfederal Cartel broke apart in July.56 

On July 17, minoritaires pushed the CGT leadership into a one-day 

political strike for amnesty for political prisoners and for a more rapid 

demobilization of soldiers, thus sidetracking the still-unfinished busi¬ 

ness of implementing the eight-hour day. When it became obvious that 

the strike lacked support, the CGT canceled the job action. Reformist 

leader Francis Millon admitted that “fears of the new recruits” led to 

this failure. Perhaps too, as a Railway union official suggested, the re¬ 

duced workday may have satisfied many workers.57 

The CGT’s ability to press for negotiated worktime reductions was 

exhausted by the end of July. Although the strikes of April and May 

1920 were significant, they accomplished nothing positive; rather they 

confirmed the communist-reformist split. Winning the eight-hour law 
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in 1919 was one of the few achievements of the union movement in the 

postwar period.58 

When the insurgency that forced the eight-hour day on the employ¬ 

ers had subsided, the internationalism that had supported the reduced 

workday itself was weakened. It was in this context that the long-awaited 

Washington Conference of the International Labor Organization was 

convened in November 1919. The meeting was compromised from the 

start with the refusal of the United States to participate. Barnes was 

shocked by the often hostile attitude of conservative American Senators 

who viewed delegates as “Bolshevik agents.” And Jouhaux reported 

that “Americans only understand force and violence” in their rejection 

of the concept of international labor legislation.59 

Although the conference was officially an outgrowth of the Versailles 

Treaty, the absence of the United States, the leading economic power, 

significantly reduced the chances of international labor legislation. Em¬ 

ployer representatives declared that the eight-hour day was unworkable 

and insisted on a minimum of three hundred hours of annual overtime 

(in effect a nine-hour day). At the same time, labor delegates demanded 

an eight-hour day and claimed no need for overtime beyond a five-year 

period of seventy-five hours per year. Developing countries, where 

workweeks often reached seventy or more hours, argued that a forty- 

eight-hour standard was unrealistic. The result was a convention that 

was a study in moderation: it was to be applied only to transportation 

and industry, not commerce or agriculture. The convention tolerated 

flexible workweeks (although insisting on a nine-hour daily maximum). 

Developing industrial countries, including India and Japan as well as 

several new eastern European countries, were allowed longer work¬ 

weeks, at least for a transition period. Still, even though national dele¬ 

gations voted eighty-three to two in favor of the convention, there was 

no certainty that governments would ratify it.60 

Organized efforts to overturn the eight-hour victories of the spring 

of 1919 appeared soon after the signing of the Washington Hours Con¬ 

vention. Although the British delegation, headed by George Barnes and 

Tom Shaw, had been in large part responsible for the moderation of the 

convention, the British government delayed ratification. Only on July 

26, 1921 (just before the eighteen-month grace period for ratification 

was to expire) did the British cabinet inform the ILO that the conven¬ 

tion was too rigid to earn its approval. This refusal signaled other na¬ 

tions to reject the convention. By the end of 1921, only Rumania, 

Greece, and Czechoslovakia had ratified it.61 
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While union insurgency and hopes of an international hours stan¬ 

dard waned, so did the promise of a universal eight-hour day in Britain 

and France. By the fall of 1919, reduced demand for industrial labor 

had limited the ability of British unions to enforce an overtime em¬ 

bargo as a means of work sharing. While the TUC formally advocated a 

forty-four-hour week to reduce unemployment, wage cuts forced job¬ 

holders to seek overtime to make ends meet. The immediate postwar 

ideal of reduced worktime began to lose appeal as depression placed 

many on a forty-hour week with corresponding pay cuts. Increasingly 

the TUC and Labour party stressed higher unemployment benefits and 

public works as the solution to rising jobless rates.62 

The renewed power of British management became obvious. By 

June 1920 the National Wage Board acceded to the demands of em¬ 

ployers by giving the railways a nine-hour shift (with one-hour over¬ 

time). In the building trades, an arbitration award of August 1923 

largely conceded the employer position. In textiles, steel, and engineer¬ 

ing, management continued to raise the hours question in bargaining.63 

British employers were even more successful in blocking the spread 

of the eight-hour day. In the summer of 1919, British agriculture 

balked at applying the forty-eight-hour standard. In early 1920 mari¬ 

time interests succeeded in opposing an eight-hour watch on British 

ships and blocked a Genoa Convention on seaman’s hours. After re¬ 

peated lobbying by business in 1920, the government abandoned its 

eight-hour bill. Only 75 percent of British workers had forty-eight 

hours by 1922.64 

Nevertheless, there were few successful reversals of the gains of early 

1919. The issue of hours may have been used merely as a bargaining 

chip by some employers for winning wage reductions. Indeed, wage de¬ 

creases rather than worktime increases were common results of negotia¬ 

tions. The British system of unregulated overtime, limited only by the 

cost of the premium rate, usually provided a flexible schedule that ac¬ 

commodated commercial rush work. Of course, the protracted depres¬ 

sion in major prewar industries (shipbuilding, engineering, mining, 

and textiles especially) muted the need of longer hours. 

The central point remains that despite the advances toward a univer¬ 

sal workweek in Britain in 1919, the reversals of the postwar depression 

confined the new standard to the more stable and unionized trades. The 

traditional arguments against a legal eight hours and in favor of an 

industry-determined variable workweek prevailed in commerce, agri¬ 

culture, and maritime sectors. 

Organized reaction to the short-hours movement of 1919 was even 
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stronger in France. In the metal industry, employers frequently ignored 

the eight-hour contract that had been signed by their representatives in 

April. Conflicts over relay and split shifts, overtime, and pay delayed 

hours decrees in the metal industries until August 1920. This conflict 

was replayed in many major industries.65 

The difficulties of retail clerks, especially in small towns, were even 

greater. A decree in early 1921 applied the eight-hour day only to shops 

in towns larger than one hundred thousand residents and excluded 

small stores. The regulation of the French petty bourgeoisie was as diffi¬ 

cult in the 1920s as it had been before the war.66 

The process of implementing the eight-hour day was extremely slow. 

By the end of 1920, only 27 percent of the eligible workers were cov¬ 

ered by a decree, largely because of the snail’s-pace progress in com¬ 

merce, food processing, and transportation. And employers utilized 

legal exemptions in the decree laws.67 The law that had in 1919 helped 

to consolidate a shorter workday was by 1920 used to frustrate and 

even reverse that process. 

Discontinuity and Reform: 

A Comparison of France and Britain 

A conjuncture of factors—both national and interna¬ 

tional, institutional and “discontinuous”—created this unique realloca¬ 

tion of personal time in industrial Europe after World War I. That 

opportunity was very brief, lasting scarcely more than six months. It 

was followed by a closure when that extraordinary configuration col¬ 

lapsed. The rapid disintegration of labor militancy in the summer of 

1919 was the consequence of the inability of unions to maintain an or¬ 

ganizational advantage in conditions of a weakening labor market. De¬ 

spite the innovations of the Triple Alliance and Interfederal Cartel, that 

cohesion was quickly dashed over questions of strategy. In any case elec¬ 

toral defeats in both countries immediately after the war guaranteed 

that the balance of political power would ultimately shift toward de¬ 

regulation. Dreams of national planning, workers’ control, and na¬ 

tionalization collapsed at the same time as did hopes for more advanced 

reductions of working hours. With the decline of labor militancy, nei¬ 

ther reformist union officials nor middle-class political allies at home or 

around the ILO were capable of sustaining the momentum. 

Although incomplete and under repeated attack by the summer of 
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1919, the eight-hour day had still become an international standard. 

What made 1919 unique was that the pent-up demand for less work 

had exploded so widely across occupational boundaries and national 

frontiers. Yet the practical settlements took place within distinct na¬ 

tional sociopolitical structures. The hours question was resolved in Brit¬ 

ain through a cluster of nationwide collective bargaining agreements, 

whereas in France it was guided by legislation and decree law. In Brit¬ 

ain, the eight-hour day had a less radical impact on the economy, and 

employers were better prepared to adapt to it than in France. Business 

resistance was therefore sporadic and largely isolated to problem indus¬ 

tries like mining. Moreover, immediately after the war, the British labor 

movement enjoyed not only larger numbers than the French (8.5 mil¬ 

lion members compared with merely 2 million in France), but the Brit¬ 

ish unions were often relatively well-oiled machines, at least the match 

of nationally organized employer groups in heavy industry.68 

The radicalism of the British shop stewards was helpful in serving as 

a wedge to hasten negotiations, especially when they involved state- 

union participants. Cluster bargaining was facilitated by a government 

bureaucracy that was willing to present a shorter workweek to employ¬ 

ers as a fait accompli before government-controlled industries were re¬ 

turned to private hands. Thus, the government was able to avoid the 

industrial disruptions that would have been likely if concessions had 

been delayed. Moreover, British labor largely rejected direct action, pin¬ 

ning its hopes on electoral victory of the Labour party. A formal na¬ 

tional hours settlement was not required; it would have only confirmed, 

guaranteed, extended, and perhaps contained the terms of negoti¬ 

ated settlements. Ultimately the collective bargaining system was ca¬ 

pable of restraining the advanced worktime goals of the labor insur¬ 

gency (e.g., in textiles and especially engineering) without significant 

state intervention. 

In France, the course of action went largely in the other direction— 

from the top down. This was not merely still another manifestation of 

the fabled etatisme of the French or the inability of contesting groups to 

negotiate directly in French society.69 Rather it was a product of the 

relatively weak and divided character of French unions, the equally frag¬ 

mented nature of national employer organizations, and surely the fact 

that an eight-hour day had a much greater immediate economic impact 

on the firm in France than it did in Britain. This only enhanced the dis¬ 

tance between employer and worker, which impeded any solution other 

than on the national political level. Organized French labor—weak and 
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divided on the shop floor—was obliged to lean on parliamentary medi¬ 

ators, to invoke the prospect of open-ended industrial action, and thus 

to provoke “emergency” legislation. The April 1919 law not only em¬ 

powered the state to take direct action and to precipitate hours negotia¬ 

tions but, through its decree powers, to guarantee a new hours stan¬ 

dard. Thus, the decree-deliberating process and the ongoing debate 

about the eight-hour law became in France the foci of the struggle over 

worktime. It was through the flexibility of the state’s decree laws that 

employers sought to contain the hours movement and, by the end of 

1919, to begin to reverse it. 

The coming of the eight-hour day largely confirms conventional 

views ot the contrast between British and French industrial relations— 

the emerging voluntarist bargaining system of the British as opposed to 

the discontinuous state-mediated pattern of reform of the French. Yet 

this contrast can easily be exaggerated. Both reforms required state in¬ 

tervention. In Britain, coal, railroad, and engineering hours agreements 

involved government mediation. And even if the Whitley Councils were 

to be “voluntary,” the trade boards for smaller, less organized industries 

involved professional leadership from the Ministry of Labour. Yet both 

nations also required business-labor bargaining. The French eight-hour 

law only enabled ministerial decrees, which were often based on the 

written advice of trade organizations and even were patterned on con¬ 

tracts. If the British method produced a wider impact in the short run, 

the French government was surprisingly persistent in carrying out the 

law by gradually extending worktime decrees to provincial centers and 

commercial sectors. By the end of the 1920s the hours standards in 

both countries were comparable. 

The eight-hour day was perhaps the key social reform won after 

World War I. It cannot be simply explained by an econometric model, 

or by long-term social trends. Rather its proximate cause was an inter¬ 

national political crisis facilitated by a fragile coalition of labor and re¬ 

formers in the face of business opposition. Ultimately it was the fruit of 

a long campaign for a new distribution of work and leisure. Although 

industrialization may have created the opportunity for liberating time 

from labor, its realization was essentially political. Indeed the eight- 

hour day played a key role in the ideological contest in the 1920s. It 

would help shape the twentieth-century debate about the relationship 

between reform and economic growth. 



7 
Worktime, Growth, and an 
International Labor Standard 

The movement for an eight-hour day went far beyond 

the issue of how much time could be bought and sold. It challenged the 

traditional wisdom that social reforms must be subordinated to eco¬ 

nomic growth and that international competition must set the labor 

standard. Its promise was prosperity driven by a more efficient use of 

time and a rising labor standard based on international cooperation. 

These ideals met bitter resistance and suffered major disappointments 

in the 1920s. 

From the vantage point of the late twentieth century, and particu¬ 

larly given the recent resurgence of economic liberalism, it is tempting 

to see these ideas as largely chimeras. Rather than a threat to the status 

quo, many might also argue that the eight-hour day was but a phase in 

economic modernization and corporatism. According to this view, 

workers abandoned control and participation in workplace decisions to 

a rising managerial technocracy in exchange for shorter working hours 

and increased consumption. Labor’s role in this “reform coalition” 

could be seen as a junior partnership with progressive business in the 

creation of “corporate capitalism.” A similar perspective is that the 

eight-hour day ushered in an era of more intense and less meaningful 

work, which was compensated by the “freedom” to participate in the 

manipulated world of mass consumption. 

150 
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These common themes of modernization, corporatism, and consum¬ 

erism are not, however, particularly helpful in understanding the goals, 

contests, achievements, and failures of the eight-hour reformers. More¬ 

over, they do no justice to either the motives or experiences of workers 

in this first decade of the modern worktime standard.1 

This chapter will attempt to clarify the fate of the “three-eights” in 

this critical period. More important, it will place this reform in the 

broader context of an emerging ideological contest within twentieth- 

century industrial democracies. 

Ideology in Context, 1919 

Those who advocated liberating time from work were 

obliged to speak the language of political economy. An apologetic that 

had emerged a generation earlier was refined in a bargaining, advocat¬ 

ing process. The subsequent doctrine was broad enough to bridge class 

cleavages and capable of claiming the hegemonic position of represent¬ 

ing the “national interest.” 

The overriding theme was that a firm commitment to technical effi¬ 

ciency and, even more, to intense work was a necessary concomitant to 

any reduction in the workday. In March 1919, Jouhaux went so far as 

to exclaim, “it is simply necessary to choose between an intense effort 

for eight hours or a limited effort for ten hours. . . . We must combat 

the spirit of routine among employers but also among workers.” This 

view was confirmed at the bargaining table when French metalworkers 

agreed to cooperate in mechanization; they even accepted no increase in 

piece rates with shorter hours and expected workers to increase output 

proportionally to worktime reductions.2 

British union leaders made similar claims. J. B. Brownlie of the engi¬ 

neers union, for example, assured employers that more “science” and 

“new methods” would overcome any loss of output due to worktime 

reductions. Others borrowed from work scientists their claim that an 

eight-hour day with the one-break system was the equivalent of a nine- 

hour day or longer. Leaders of all major British unions denounced 

ca’canny and insisted that the purpose of short hours was to improve 

social life, not to restrict output.3 

Given the problem of economic reconstruction and relatively low 

productivity (especially in France), this position had obvious apologetic 

value. It also was a part of the broader and widely shared hope that the 
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technological upsurge—so strikingly developed for war—could be uti¬ 

lized to raise the labor standard in peace. This ideology might have been 

the basis for a “modernization” of European industrial relations and for 

labor-management corporatism. Instead, this era was generally charac¬ 

terized by conflict, not cooperation. 

This vision of economic growth encountered many enemies. Not 

only were French communists unwilling to abandon the alternative of 

revolution, but, more important, the British rank and file often op¬ 

posed technology that threatened the entrenched position of skilled 

unions.4 Yet even the engineering union leader Brownlie noted that 

while he did not encourage “dawdling,” getting workers to the job on 

time and keeping them productive was “management’s problem.”5 In 

Britain, innovation seemed to be more in the employers’ rather than the 

national (or skilled workers’) interest. In France, the need to recover 

from the devastation of war and economic backwardness (as well as to 

give organized labor a negotiating role in introducing change) produced 

a more positive attitude toward innovation.6 However, French labor 

also evidenced an opposition to this technological strategy, especially 

among the remnants of anarchosyndicalism.7 

These negative views, however, were surely in decline. In fact, there 

was surprisingly little overt opposition to the productivist line of the 

CGT among the minontaires, who by 1920 were dominated by the 

communists. In fact, following Lenin’s example, the French commu¬ 

nists linked short hours and productivism in much the same way as did 

the reformists.8 

Probably more important to the failure of this economic model was 

the resistance of most business. As discussed in chapter 4, the “progres¬ 

sive wing” of management was extremely small. Even commitment to 

economic modernization was very ambiguous; most French employers 

generally delayed costly and risky innovations as long as possible.9 In 

Britain, the “progressive businessman” was perhaps even rarer. Reject¬ 

ing innovation in an unprofitable market, coal and other industries 

sought to retrench with work-force reductions, wage cuts, and, in some 

cases, longer working hours.10 

The era of managerialism trumpeted by the American James Burham 

and others had hardly made an appearance in Europe. When French la¬ 

bor reformists offered cooperation in the “National Economic Coun¬ 

cil,” business organizations rejected them. The Industrial Conference of 

1919 in Britain was dead by 1921 and the Whitley Councils had largely 

faded before or during the General Strike of 1926.11 
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In a word, class collaboration was impossible because of the lack of a 

willing partner in business. This is not really surprising. The ideology 

of hours reformers violated the traditional notion that the market was 

to set the conditions and pay of labor. And many employers saw the 

shortening of the workday as essentially a wage issue, drastically modi¬ 

fying the ratio of output to wages. But the hours reformers went even 

further. 

For organized labor the introduction of new technology was not 

only to be an integral part of the eight-hour day, it was to be a demo¬ 

cratic process. As detailed in chapter 4, reformist French workers strove 

to participate in and enjoy a share of the benefits of labor-saving innova¬ 

tion in the form of reduced fatigue and shorter working hours as well as 

higher living standards.12 Their British counterparts also participated 

in various ad hoc groupings like the Institute of Industrial Psychology 

and the Scientific Management Committee of the building industry.13 

These efforts were futile and probably naive; but they hardly are proof 

of business-labor corporatism. Rather they were attempts to redefine 

the nineteenth-century ideal of “workers’ control” in the context of 

technological growth and the opportunities of access to the decision¬ 

making process. As Jonathan Zcitlin and others have noted, formal ne¬ 

gotiating machinery enhanced labor control over the workplace rather 

than coopted it.14 This new version of workers’ control (albeit shared 

with management) was a clear threat to classical liberalism. Thus, the 

conflict over the eight-hour day in the 1920s encompassed these wider 

ideological issues. 

A second major theme of the hour reformers was that the reduction 

of worktime could be secured only by international agreement. They 

believed that conventions set by the International Labor Organization 

could modify the game of global economic competition. The Washing¬ 

ton Convention became a substitute for the workers’ international and 

May Day agitation for the “three eights.” Ratification of the convention 

would assure that an economic arms race would not destroy the labor 

standard so painfully won in countries where labor was well organized; 

it would thus prevent the downward pressure of competition from 

lowering that norm to the lowest prevailing level. Throughout the 

1920s, ratification of the Washington Convention and the stabilization 

of an international hours standard were major issues in the labor move¬ 

ments of both countries (indeed throughout western Europe). 

The ILO was not a bourgeois tool that forced labor into the mold of 

capitalist internationalism. The tripartite structure of the International 
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Labor Organization, with its national delegations of labor, manage¬ 

ment, and government members, hardly promoted class harmony. In¬ 

stead this organization was a relatively open (it rather ineffective) forum 

in which European labor offered alternatives to the economic national¬ 

ism that prevailed in the ranks of most European business. The Wash¬ 

ington Convention became not a vehicle for promoting labor peace, as 

perhaps some of its supporters in 1919 had wished it to be, but an em¬ 

blem of a distinct international labor program, supported by a fragile 

transnational bureaucracy in the Geneva-based ILO. 

Although governments wavered in the unstable political climate of 

the 1920s and 1930s, employers generally stood united against the con¬ 

vention. This passionate opposition reflected a commitment to market 

capitalism, the idea that commodity prices, costs of production, and 

marginal productivity should determine hours in any particular coun¬ 

try—not labor diplomacy. If, in the 1920s, international constraints on 

arms and treaties governing territorial matters were grudgingly ac¬ 

cepted, parallel limits on labor standards were anathema. 

The doctrine of the market was, of course, paralleled by economic 

nationalism—the insistence that economic growth depended upon 

“beggaring thy neighbor” or evading the same fate from a competitor. 

Because hours were such a visible and obviously simple way of gaining 

an edge over the foreigner, European business insisted on leaving open 

the option to modify hours. The ILO then was hardly a polite conclave 

of irrelevant reformers; it was a playing field on which some of the most 

fundamental questions of twentieth-century capitalism were fought. 

The eight-hour day was the greatest issue of international labor diplo¬ 

macy in the 1920s. 

These arguments will be developed in an investigation of two broad 

issues, each with a special focus on one country: France and the political 

contest over the impact of the eight-hour day on economic growth; and 

Britain and the mixed success of labor diplomacy. 

Time, Technology, and the Defense of 

Social Reform in France, 1921 — 1925 

In the fall of 1921, most of industrial Europe pressed for 

a longer workday. The expectation of economic expansion following 

the postwar slump encouraged competing industries to work overtime 
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and to raise the threshold before bonus rates applied. In this resurgence 

of economic nationalism, employers in each country argued that the 

nonratification of the Washington Convention forced them to increase 

hours to remain competitive. Dutch employers succeeded in raising 

weekly worktime from the forty-five-hour level won in 1919 to forty- 

eight hours, putting Holland in parity with neighboring competitors. 

Steel plants in Germany locked out workers who refused to accept the 

international standard of forty-eight hours instead of the forty-six 

gained after the war. By the end of 1922, under pressure to meet allied 

reparation demands, the German government overcame labor opposi¬ 

tion and granted employers the right to use additional overtime with a 

limit of a 25 percent bonus. The most serious assault was a Swiss law in 

July that raised the workweek to fifty-three hours. The Swiss Parliament 

cited the failure of the Washington Convention and “economic diffi¬ 

culties” (primarily a labor shortage and a lack of raw materials) as rea¬ 

sons for breaking with the forty-eight-hour norm.15 

This erosion of the international hours standard, accompanied by the 

postwar recession, encouraged French business to attack the eight-hour 

day. From November 1921 to November 1922, hardly a business asso¬ 

ciation failed to condemn the eight-hour law as fatal to its industry and 

French economic power. The Union of Economic Interests led the cam¬ 

paign using its ties with the National Bloc and the Steel Committee. In 

December 1921, the General Confederation of French Production, 

which represented sectors of heavy industry, demanded the suspension 

of the law “until economic conditions are normal again.” Small business 

and commerce also joined the crusade.16 

Paralleling this business offensive came a flood of bills in the Cham¬ 

ber to revise or suspend the eight-hour law. They ranged from pro¬ 

posals simply to liberalize overtime rules to calls for the suspension of 

the law for five years and restoration then only “if the economic and 

financial situation of the country permits.”17 The conservative Social 

and Democratic Republican party announced its support for revision in 

December 1921 and members of the Union of Economic Interests met 

Premier Poincare on March 15, 1922, demanding larger exemptions 

from the law.18 

Despite talk of suspension, many business leaders agreed with busi¬ 

ness lobbyist Raphael Georges-Levy that it was “difficult ... to de¬ 

mand today an abrogation of a law that appears so important in the eyes 

of the masses.” Instead employer associations more often pressed for 

revisions of worktime decrees, often demanding, as did shoe manufac- 
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turers, an increase in annual overtime from sixty to three hundred hours 

(in effect a nine-hour day). In May, the Union of Metallurgical Indus¬ 

tries renounced their 1919 agreement with the CGT, insisting on a flex¬ 

ible daily schedule of up to ten hours and trebling annual overtime to 

three hundred hours. This offensive led to inconclusive results against 

determined union opposition.19 

Employers had more success winning liberal rulings from friendly 

bureaucrats like Divisional Inspector Berthiot of the Lyon region. In 

the spring of 1922, Berthiot made widely publicized concessions with¬ 

out the advice of unions, granting, for example, a fifty-four-hour week 

to the textile industries by legally dubious means. These Berthiot Settle¬ 

ments were applauded by national business associations as a model for 

increasing flexibility. Unions claimed that the fifty-four-hour norm, 

however, had removed the burden of proving the need for overtime and 

had resulted in the restoration of the ten-hour day in some cases.20 

Even more rewarding were campaigns of the shipping and railroad 

industries to raise hours, again with the aid of a friendly bureaucracy. 

Because foreign shippers failed to reduce the hours of commercial sail¬ 

ors (despite ILO pressure), French employers claimed uncompetitively 

high labor costs. The Ministry of Merchant Marine drafted a new de¬ 

cree that essentially ratified the employer position. On September 5, it 

restored a 1907 regulation that set the sailors’ watch at twelve hours. 

This became the new definition of the eight-hour day (as hours of 

“effective work”) and allowed shipowners to eliminate a third shift. In 

railways an impasse in June over the “effective work” of employees 

whose tasks were intermittent (e.g., clerks and guards at small stations) 

allowed the Ministry of Public Works on September 15 to increase their 

workday. The government justified these changes by noting the recent 

upward revision of hours on British and Spanish railways.21 

Along with this important political assault on the short workday, 

employers launched an ideological attack on the economic and social 

rationale for this reform. Perhaps the most thorough of these broad¬ 

sides was written by Andre Franqois-Poncet, the director of a news ser¬ 

vice owned by the Steel Committee and a member of a major heavy- 

industrial family. His book La France et les huit beures was a systematic 

refutation of the CGT’s optimistic ideology of growth and social and 

cultural progress.22 

Francois-Poncet refuted the tripartite and international politics im¬ 

plicit in the 1919 law, declaring that the eight-hour law was a mere po- 
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litical expedient made in the emergency of 1919—not a vehicle for so¬ 

cial peace. The government imposed it on business in an effort to 

reward the moderate Lett for its cooperation in containing the Bolshe¬ 

vik flood. Now that this threat had subsided, revision was essential. 

Probably the greatest problem with the law was that it imposed collec¬ 

tive bargaining on employers. Francois-Poncet declared that labor and 

management could never agree and that this made “irresponsible func¬ 

tionaries” the mediators of inevitable disputes. Despite the flexibility of 

the law, it was still an unacceptable intervention into the labor market 

and was, for Frangois-Poncet, the “advent of socialism.” Moreover, the 

eight-hour law was passed with the expectation that the Washington 

Convention would be ratified. But, according to Francois-Poncet, that 

convention was now a “dead letter” insofar as no serious nation would 

give up its sovereignty to this vague and unworkable principle.23 

The employers’ campaign against the eight-hour day was part of the 

nostalgia for economic liberalism. With few exceptions, businessmen 

sought to minimize bargaining with labor. In an expanding economy, 

instead of making costly increases in the work force or in production 

capacity, they preferred the expedient of raising hours. Yet employer 

ideology went beyond traditional liberalism. Business seldom openly 

denied the right of the nation to intervene in the labor market. After all, 

employers encouraged government involvement in recruiting foreign 

labor in the 1920s. Even Frangois-Poncet demanded not the revocation 

of the eight-hour law but its “liberalization.” Employers shifted to a 

new ideological plane, arguing that sacrifice was necessary for national 

economic survival. Because the international economy was presumably 

immune to effective control, any attempt to regulate hours at the na¬ 

tional level was dangerous and must be minimized. This position, 

of course, remains at the heart of the contemporary opposition to 

government-sanctioned improvements in the labor standard. 

The CGT responded by defending collective bargaining and declar¬ 

ing the economic feasibility and social necessity of an international 

hours standard. After the expulsion of communist-led unions in 1921, 

the CGT became thoroughly committed to a “politics of presence.” Not 

only did its leadership defend the eight-hour law before the Chamber in 

March 1922, but it worked with sympathetic Radicals to mobilize sup¬ 

port. Mining, metal, rail, and maritime unions defended the integrity of 

the decrees of 1919-1920 as products of collective bargaining.24 More¬ 

over, the CGT launched an unprecedented petition campaign in favor 
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of the eight-hour day as an “acquired right” and a “fruit of twenty years 

of effort,” which the “proletariat will not allow ... to be mutilated 

much less suppressed.”25 

A key to winning public support was to prove that the new hours 

standard was international—despite employer claims. The CGT and al¬ 

lied press gave wide publicity to studies undertaken late in 1921 by 

German unions and an independent team of Dutch investigators that 

showed that the eight-hour day was in fact the norm in German indus¬ 

try. Members of the “Amsterdam” International Federation of Trade 

Unions claimed in a detailed report that the eight-hour day was ob¬ 

served throughout industrial Europe. Through their links with the 

ILO, unions were able to make the topic of hours the leading theme of 

the International Labour Conference in October 1922 in Geneva.26 The 

French also supported a referendum led by the Swiss labor movement 

to regain the eight-hour day. The referendum won overwhelmingly on 

February 17, 1924—an event seen by both sides as a victory of the 

eight-hour day in Europe as well as in Switzerland.27 

Only when these political tactics did not work did the CGT advocate 

strikes and, then, as symbolic actions. In response to the decree that 

raised hours for commercial sailors, the CGT organized on September 

19, 1922, a twenty-three hour strike and held mass rallies in port towns 

and major industrial centers. Yet the CGT did not endorse wildcat 

strikes (often led by communists), which lasted until November 19. In¬ 

stead, the CGT organized a coalition with officers and ship captains, 

lobbied Poincare, and finally supported an unsuccessful parliamentary 

interpellation in November against the decree.28 Yet so critical was the 

eight-hour day that the CGT joined Catholic and even communist 

unions in Lyon and in mining and railway industries in defense of this 

increase in leisure. The eight-hour day was not “a gift” from the govern¬ 

ment but a “conquest of workers” and evidence of organized labor’s 

contribution to French society.29 

The CGT defended the eight-hour day in terms very different from 

those used before or after the 1920s. Infrequently did it advocate re¬ 

duced worktime to create jobs or raise wages. The labor movement had 

abandoned the “redistributionist position” common in the CGT be¬ 

fore the war (see chapter 3) that claimed that reduced hours would 

lower productivity and thus “create new jobs, raise wages, and expro¬ 

priate capital.”30 Instead, CGT leaders assumed that the eight-hour day 

would have no immediate impact on production and, in time, would 

increase output. The CGT thoroughly opposed economic Malthusian- 
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ism—the restriction of production—as a threat to French growth. An¬ 

archist ideals of a static economy had been largely purged from the 

CGT by 1919 and played little role in the Communist-led Confedera¬ 

tion Generale du Travail Unitaire (CGTU), especially after the few re¬ 

maining anarchosyndicalists were ousted by 1924. 

The unions’ solution to the challenge of the world economy was to 

improve productivity through mechanization and even scientific man¬ 

agement. They argued that war-related dislocations (tariff policy, credit 

and exchange factors, and increased raw material prices) caused France’s 

postwar recession—not shorter hours.31 Against advocates of longer 

hours, Emile Basly of the miners’ union argued that “it is those with the 

best and most powerful machinery; it is those with the spirit of ini¬ 

tiative backed up with a capable financial organization” who will prevail 

in the market.32 This put French labor in a rather ironic position of de¬ 

fending economic modernization. For both the CGTU and CGT, an 

idealized view of Taylorism became a stick used to beat the mule of 

French “routine,” which had not only produced relatively low wages 

but threatened to restore long hours.33 

By November 1922, opponents of the eight-hour day in France had 

retreated and the future of this norm was assured, at least in manufac¬ 

turing. The offensive against the eight-hour day had succeeded pri¬ 

marily in those industries where it was the least defensible. Despite 

union arguments that all time at die employer’s disposal was work, the 

railway and shipping industries easily prevailed with their distinction 

between “presence” at work and “effective” work. Not only was this 

principle well established in retail trades and food service, but the lack 

of an international eight-hour day in transportation made defeat almost 

inevitable. 

Yet, given the conservative political climate, the nearly prostrate 

unions, and the failure of the Washington Convention, it is surprising 

that the eight-hour law itself remained unscathed. Of course, major in¬ 

dustrial groups may have been content with new and more liberal regu¬ 

lations, which allowed seasonal adjustments in the workday. Still, de¬ 

spite strong lobbying, the 1919 eight-hour contracts held in mining, 

metal, and other industries. In fact “eight-hour decrees” continued 

apace in light industries and the service sector.34 

The opposition was no more successful because business failed to 

rally support for its antiregulation ideology in Parliament. Both Radi¬ 

cals and the Catholic hierarchy supported the eight-hour day. Conser¬ 

vatives, like Poincare, believed that restoration of the ten-hour day 



160 A Quest for Time 

would unleash the social unrest that had been so recently silenced. Even 

the Social and Democratic Republican party abandoned its opposition 

to the law by November 1922.35 It was politically foolhardy to oppose 

openly this very popular reform. E. Basly, a CGT official, claimed that 

office workers as well as industrial workers were “frightened by the 

campaign against the eight-hour day,” an observation confirmed by 

conservatives like Francois-Poncet.36 

Reduced worktime also had important support inside the govern¬ 

ment where hours reformers continued to exert some influence despite 

the post-1919 reaction. The Ministry of Labor supported the law, even 

against the Ministries of Commerce and Public Works, which were more 

responsive to business. In fact, Minister of Labor Albert Peyronnet, a 

member of a small centrist party, repeatedly supported the reformers’ 

linkage of short hours and efficiency: before the Chamber in February 

1922, he praised the procedure of labor-management negotiation for 

setting hours and implied that employers should cooperate with those 

workers who had accepted a “better technical organization of work in 

order to compensate for reduced output.” His ministry, under the daily 

direction of reformer Arthur Fontaine, produced studies that sup¬ 

ported the economic and social arguments for the eight-hour day. 

Drawing on these studies, Peyronnet declared that the eight-hour day 

was a vehicle of social progress, leading “to suburbanization, the in¬ 

crease of workers’ gardens, greater attendance at professional courses 

and libraries, and the decline of alcoholism.”37 

Yet the official evidence hardly proved these claims. Not only had al¬ 

cohol consumption been decreasing since 1911, long before the reduc¬ 

tion of worktime, but the efforts of employers to build leisure facilities 

were exaggerated. Further, the government emphasized the positive 

economic impact of shorter hours by publishing only survey data that 

showed improved productivity with the eight-hour day while leaving 

contrary evidence in their files.38 Government studies on the impact of 

the eight-hour day were at least as much propaganda in favor of reform 

as collections of fact. 

The French Labor Ministry responded to employer opposition in 

the 1920s in the same way as did British labor inspectors to a similar 

reaction to the ten-hour day between 1847 and 1850: it defended the 

law for promoting labor peace, advocated innovation, and advertised 

the social and ultimately economic value of leisure time.39 The elected 

government could not openly ally itself with a “politics of social regres¬ 

sion,” as Peyronnet admitted in 1922.40 

The unions also played an active role. They were even able to regain 
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lost ground in the years after 1922. Following the election of the Cartel 

des Gauches in 1924 and Justin Godart’s appointment as minister of 

labor, the CGT leadership demanded the reversal of those rulings in 

1922 that had undermined the eight-hour day. By December, Godart 

ended the “Berthiot Settlements” that had automatically granted em¬ 

ployers additional hours. Inspectors became less willing to grant over¬ 

time and recuperation of hours “lost” to holidays. By February 1925, a 

new minister, Antoine Durafour, directed the inspectors to limit over¬ 

time to certain appropriate months and thus to safeguard the integrity 

of the eight-hour norm. Moreover, the government modified the 1922 

extension ol the workday of railroad workers and sailors.41 The eight- 

hour day had, at least, a precarious foothold in manufacturing. 

To be sure, the eight-hour day was continually attacked throughout 

the 1920s, especially during expansionary periods (1926 and 1928- 

1929). The defense of this reform preoccupied the CGT throughout 

the decade.42 Still, hours decrees slowly advanced into agriculture- 

related industry and the tertiary sectors. Overtime allowances and viola¬ 

tions in union-weak sectors meant that the promise of a reduction of 

the workweek by twelve to twenty-four hours was not always fulfilled. 

Yet the law in the 1920s was certainly not a dead letter awaiting the 

resurgence of labor during the Popular Front. Overtime allowances sel¬ 

dom were over one hundred fifty hours a year and overtime had simi¬ 

larly compromised the ten- and twelve-hour systems that had prevailed 

before the 1919 law. The Labor Ministry enforced the law in the 1920s 

(admittedly unevenly) as seen in the mountains of files in the National 

Archives. By 1931, every eligible sector had its decree.43 

Even in the conservative 1920s the idea prevailed that social reform 

was not only consistent with but could also drive economic growth. 

Neither the ideology of the sovereignty of the market nor the paranoia 

of economic nationalism with its theme of pragmatic austerity could 

overcome this common faith: short time meant more efficient time or, 

at least, it was worth the economic risk. 

Britain and the Fate of the International 
Flours Standard, 1921 — 1929 

Whereas in France the debate over the eight-hour day 

was sited in the national economic arena, in Britain the issue was dis¬ 

placed largely to the international plane. Nothing like the furor of 
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1921 — 1922 in France or a similar uproar in Germany in 1923—1924 

occurred in Britain. Yet, because of the pivotal role that the British 

economy played even in the 1920s and because of Britain’s traditionally 

pacesetting role in the reduction of worktime in Europe, the United 

Kingdom was at the center of the battle over the international eight- 

hour standard. The attitude of the British government was a determin¬ 

ing factor in the fate of the Washington Flours Convention and the re¬ 

peated but futile efforts to guarantee that worktime would not be 

lengthened. 

To say that the British government sabotaged the Washington Con¬ 

vention is to exaggerate only slightly. This may appear odd. After all, as 

numerous experts (including Tory ministers of labor) wrote, the gen¬ 

eral ratification of the Washington Hours Convention would have 

tended to raise the hours standards of Britain’s competitors. This could 

only benefit Britain, which on average continued to have the shortest 

working week in Europe.44 Yet only in brief spells when the Labour 

party was in power was the convention treated seriously. We could at¬ 

tribute this hostility to the technical difficulties of conforming the con¬ 

vention to the British railway agreement of 1919.45 Perhaps it was also a 

problem of contrasting political styles—the legalistic approach of the 

British in comparison with the French support, “en principe,” of the 

eight-hour standard while liberally interpreting the clauses of the con¬ 

vention. It may have simply been another form of British isolationism 

and general mistrust of continental partners in the ILO. Yet these inter¬ 

pretations obscure the deeper role that the Hours Convention played in 

the ideological contest of the decade after the eight-hour breakthrough. 

In 1920 and 1921, the issue of ratification reached a climax. The 

ILO director, Albert Thomas, privately implored the British to accept 

their duty of promoting postwar stability by ratifying the convention. 

This would remove the pretense that allowed the Germans to return to 

their “imperialist ideas” by raising working hours and gaining an unfair 

economic advantage. Further, “the great effort demanded of Germany 

[for reparations] should be possible of accomplishment within the 

framework of universal conventions.” Thomas claimed that “an organisa¬ 

tion of labour might play a great part in the more solid establishment of 

peace” by reducing economic competition. Nonratification risked the 

danger of “throwing the organised workers into despair.” Even British 

Ministry of Labour staff warned that by refusing to ratify “we are not 

only rejecting an international settlement but are also rejecting a na¬ 

tional settlement which may have even more serious consequences.”46 
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Ultimately, however, the opposition of organized business was de¬ 

cisive in turning Whitehall from these arguments. Having defeated na¬ 

tional hours legislation, employers insisted that shorter hours not be 

imposed by international treaty.47 The government stressed the tech¬ 

nical problem with railways in its letter to Thomas rejecting ratification. 

Still, the broader pressure of business and an unwillingness to remain 

the leader in international labor reform were surely the main reasons for 

nonsupport. As the prime minister noted, the Germans, Russians, and 

particularly the Americans had not even participated in die Washington 

Conference and thus were “left untrammeled by hour restrictions.”48 

This action did not end die batde for ratification. Not only did 

Thomas conduct an untiring diplomacy throughout the 1920s to coax 

reluctant European governments into signing the convention, but even 

within the British government there were frequent demarches toward 

ratification or compromise. Thomas, for example, sponsored a massive 

study of world production in the hope of showing no harmful results 

from shorter hours; the 1924 International Labour Conference stressed 

the positive effects of the new leisure.49 

The response of the British government, however, depended on both 

international conditions and domestic politics. As we have seen in 1922 

and 1923, employer pressure in France (as well as in the Low Countries 

and Switzerland) for increased hours frustrated Thomas’s efforts at di¬ 

plomacy. In December 1923, following the collapse of passive resis¬ 

tance in the Ruhr, Germany began to threaten the norm with new regu¬ 

lations that raised the workday up to ten or even twelve hours in some 

sectors of the steel and mining industry. In early 1924, the Poles imi¬ 

tated this policy.50 In this context, Whitehall simply asserted that British 

employers would accept no limits on overtime.51 

In January 1924, the election of a minority government in London 

slowly modified the picture. Tom Shaw, principal British delegate at the 

Washington Conference in 1919, became the new minister of labor. 

For him, uniform labor standards were to be the foundation of “fair 

trade.”52 Tom Shaw and Albert Thomas arranged for a meeting of 

the ministers of labor of all the major European nations in Berne on 

September 8, 1924. The big powers felt the need to control the gen¬ 

eral deterioration of the hours situation, especially when the Germans, 

who claimed hardship due to the impending reparations settlement, 

threatened to extend their already lengthening workweek. After much 

special-interest pleading, the ministers finally issued a joint statement 

pledging action to ratify the convention. The Germans also promised to 
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restore the eight-hour day in heavy industry. Still, there were no agree¬ 

ments on details of overtime allowances or other differences in national 

practices. The biggest setback, however, was the inability of Britain to 

pass an eight-hour law.53 

Although the British cabinet approved of Tom Shaw’s forty-eight- 

hour bill in 1924, opposition from the transport and munitions indus¬ 

tries frustrated its passage. The defeat of the coalition government in 

the elections of December 1924 brought a conservative cabinet that for¬ 

mally rejected worktime legislation in May 1925.54 

Yet again on the continent the political climate favoring ratification 

improved. Not only did the Germans begin to lower hours in steel and 

mining in 1925 but their labor minister, Dr. Braun, supported the con¬ 

vention. The French Cartel of the Left partially reversed the long-hours 

policy of the previous government. In July 1925, the Chamber en¬ 

dorsed the convention pending German ratification. Already in 1923 

and 1924 the Italians and Austrians had conditionally adhered to the 

treaty.55 As a result, the British were in no position to reject Thomas’s 

proposal to convene a conference of European ministers of labor in 

London.56 

Again, however, British business opposition to international labor 

agreements frustrated this initiative. Although engineering employers 

joined unions in supporting an international hours agreement in or¬ 

der to end the worktime advantage of continental competitors, the 

National Confederation of Employers’ Organisations (NCEO) was 

uncooperative.57 

In March 1926, the ministers of labor of Germany, Italy, France, 

Belgium, and Britain issued a series of “conclusions” which largely ad¬ 

dressed British objections. Minister of Labour Arthur Steel-Maitland 

announced to the NCEO on April 20 that he had succeeded in winning 

all practical concessions from his continental colleagues. This agree¬ 

ment, he argued, would help to make Britain more competitive by rais¬ 

ing the labor costs of continental economic rivals.58 

The response of the NCEO was entirely negative: not only did they 

protest that the London Conference did not go far enough, but that 

any agreement would be enforced only in Britain with its strong unions, 

whereas on the continent the rules would be ignored. More to the 

point, they simply rejected the idea of restricting hours by any agree¬ 

ment. Lord Weir not only found “almost incredible” that this pro¬ 

business government would take up the “agenda of the government 

that it had so recently defeated.” He claimed that an hours convention 

would “introduce the State as the controlling agent in this vital matter 
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of hours and make it possible for the trade unions of this country and 

their political leaders to use it as a weapon for hampering production 

and to advance their policy of discouraging private enterprise.” Ernest 

Moir asked, “Why should we, a country which can alter its laws from 

day to day, be bound by any international agreement to do something 

which it is certainly not evident. . . will improve the conditions of our 

labour and of our trade?” Not only did British industry require a flex¬ 

ible workday for seasonal industry, but given their unmatched wage bill 

(including social benefits) and the alleged failure of the British worker 

to increase productivity, “the worker may admit soon to the need not 

only to work harder but longer hours.”59 

In response, Steel-Maitland asked whether the “desire though unex¬ 

pressed at the moment, is to try to increase the ordinary working week 

in this country.” If so, he claimed, “the trade union movement would 

look upon die forty-eight-hour week as the Ark of the Covenant and 

their resistance to any attempt to extend beyond the forty-eight hours 

would be stronger than their resistance to any other proposal that was 

placed before them. . . . Isn’t it wiser to try to get the same higher stan¬ 

dard accepted by our principal competitors?”60 

Organized business, however, preferred to leave its options open. Of 

course, having just returned to the gold standard, the British faced the 

prospect of competing with the burden of an overvalued pound. British 

industry also lacked confidence that it could lower costs and raise out¬ 

put through innovation. When the engineering union argued that if 

employers worked with labor in industrial modernization, the threat of 

the American car industry could be overcome, Allen Smith of the Engi¬ 

neering Employers Federation offered a most pessimistic response: the 

British simply “don’t have the driving mental discipline” evident in 

newer industrial economies, that this has been true “for generations,” 

and thus the cooperation of labor would not change a thing.61 

This defeatist attitude in part explains the seemingly irrational op¬ 

position of British business to the convention. Britain’s increasingly 

outdated physical plant was concentrated in industries that faced a 

global competition from regions where wages and benefits were lower 

and unions weaker. What is surprising is not that industrialists pre¬ 

ferred die shortcut of raising hours to “modernization,” but that they 

did not actually do it more often. From the employers’ standpoint, the 

market, not an abstract social yardstick, must set the norm in wages and 

hours. This attitude would be vividly illustrated in the coal crisis that 

erupted in the spring of 1926. 

In the British coal industry the line of conflict between ideologies of 
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worktime was clearly drawn. Not only did coal suffer from a declining 

share of world market, but in 1919 the industry lost an hour of daily 

worktime. Moreover, the coal industry was a natural arena for the po¬ 

litical contest over working hours to be played out in Britain: coal still 

dominated the British economy with over one million miners. And, 

since 1890, the hours debate in that industry had been an important 

political issue. Repeated parliamentary commissions, labor legislation, 

and wartime government control of the mines brought the state into 

the collective bargaining process.62 

Although the government returned the mines to private control in 

1921, union demands for a higher minimum wage in 1921 and 1924 

led to raises, sweetened by wage subsidies provided by the state. Com¬ 

plaining of uncompetitive labor costs, in 1923 the Mining Association 

demanded a reversion back to the “eight-hour” system of 1908. Finally 

in 1925, when the government announced that wage subsidies would 

be discontinued, the prospect of a substantial wage cut and threat of 

increased hours created an industrial crisis.63 

In hopes of avoiding a crushing national coal strike, the government 

appointed the Coal (Samuel) Commission. Employers testified that 

they needed to raise hours even more than a wage cut: they noted that, 

despite the official seven-hour day, miners worked at the coal face only 

five and one-half hours, output had dropped 11 percent from 1913 de¬ 

spite promises of increased effort, and shorter hours required additional 

“day men” (support workers on a time wage). As a result, Britain was 

placed in an unfair market position. American miners worked eight 

hours at the coal face; French mines obtained additional minutes of 

output because of less time lost by miners to get to the coal. According 

to the Mining Association, the solution was to increase the workday by 

an hour and to lower piece rates in order to induce greater output. This 

would insure more coal at a lower unit cost, allow British coal to meet 

and perhaps beat the world price, and enable the miners to minimize 

the inevitable wage reduction.64 

In response, the miners (represented by Richard Tawney and others) 

claimed that their workday was really seven hours and thirty-nine 

minutes (as “winding time” getting to and from the pit was not in¬ 

cluded in the seven-hour day). This was but a slight deviation from the 

national standard and was justified by the horrific character of mine 

work. Moreover, as an alternative to longer hours and pay cuts, they 

stressed the need for nationalization, mechanization, marketing co¬ 

operatives, and development of alternative uses of coal. The real prob¬ 

lem was a global overproduction of coal. Decline in output was a result 
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not of the seven-hour day but of short time—the fact that many miners 

worked far less than a forty-two-hour week. A longer workday, they 

argued, would mean the loss of at least a hundred thousand jobs be¬ 

cause it would exacerbate the problem of overproduction.65 

The Samuel Commission’s report, while agreeing with manage¬ 

ment’s claim for the need for a wage cut, clearly rejected the lengthened 

workday. Its argument was simple: although an extra hour per day 

would allow an increase of thirty million tons of coal, this would only 

lead to lower prices. If output were maintained, 130,000 miners would 

be laid off. Whatever temporary advantage the British coal industry 

might gain would be eliminated when foreign industries raised their 

hours in retaliation. In 1919, the seven-hour day had created jobs dur¬ 

ing a world coal shortage; however, to raise hours in 1925 during a coal 

glut would only result in a “general lowering of the standard of leisure 

in all mining countries.” Instead, the commission proposed only a more 

flexible workweek and wage cuts that, at least, could be easily adjusted 

upward as market conditions improved.66 

The recommendations of the Samuel Commission, however, were 

swept away in the bitter events of 1926. The miners held firm with their 

famous slogan, “not a penny off the pay, not a minute on the day.” In 

April, having already won a pledge from the TUC for a general strike, 

the miners refused any concessions; this led to a lockout on May 1. 

While the general strike from May 5 to 15, 1926, has attracted much 

attention, the subsequent nine-month coal lockout/strike was surely 

more important.67 

Clearly the mine owners saw the increase of worktime as their pri¬ 

mary objective. In April, the Mining Association offered the Miners 

Federation a choice of either a modest wage cut in exchange for an 

“eight-hour day” or a draconic decrease in pay. By May, they raised 

their ultimatum to an eight-hour day or a blanket refusal to negotiate a 

national wage package—in effect, a renunciation of collective bargain¬ 

ing. On May 14, just as the general strike collapsed, the government 

announced its support for legislation that acceded to the owner’s wishes. 

The “eight-hour” miner’s bill became law on July 1, considerably em¬ 

bittering the miners’ strike, which continued for another six months. 

Winston Churchill believed that the owners had agreed to support a 

modest wage cut and a national wage in exchange for favorable legisla¬ 

tion. However, having made no setdement with the miners, the coal 

owners found no reason to meet the miners when the unions finally 

agreed to resume bargaining in August. Despite angry words from 

Churchill for the Mining Association’s refusal to bargain, and to carry 
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out their “agreement,” by November the owners essentially won a total 

victory when the miners were obliged to return to an “eight-hour” day 

and to wages set by the district colliery owners.68 

Several authors have claimed that the cabinet and the prime minister, 

Stanley Baldwin, had underestimated the miners’ feelings about work¬ 

ing hours when they accepted a “compromise” on worktime as a basis 

of a settlement on wages.69 Yet, given the bitter history of mining hours 

in Britain, in which Baldwin himself had played an active role when he 

opposed the 1908 hours law, no one in authority could have believed 

that increased worktime would have led to a negotiated end to the 

strike. In the words of Sidney Webb, cabinet members were playing the 

role of “parliamentary agents to the coal owners” by rejecting the find¬ 

ings of the Samuel Commission.70 The immediate impact on the mining 

towns was unemployment and reduced wages by 20 percent.71 

The coal crisis of 1926 may have been a no-win situation given the 

glut on the world market, the labor-intensive character of the industry, 

and the inability of producers to create a cartel. Yet it shows clearly the 

central role of worktime in this period. For the mine owners the solu¬ 

tion was to lower production costs and increase output in the hope of 

winning a larger market share. The least costly means of doing this was 

to raise the hours of miners and reduce the work force. The coal crisis of 

1926 also illustrates the profound reluctance of British industry to risk 

an international solution to the hours question: the coal owners and the 

government attempted to undercut the competition by a unilateral 

break from the de facto 1919 hours settlement. 

The result, again, was a setback for the Washington Convention. 

Minister of Labour Steel-Maitland abandoned his own diplomatic suc¬ 

cess at the London Conference of March 1926. Moreover, in June, the 

Italians made legal a nine-hour day whenever it was “mutually agreed 

upon” between management and labor. The British Ministry of Labour 

was privately relieved by the Italian action because it displaced some of 

the British responsibility for scuttling the convention.72 

Yet Steel-Maitland could hardly evade the issue indefinitely. The af¬ 

fair was a diplomatic embarrassment, especially after the French condi¬ 

tionally ratified the convention in February 1927 and the Germans 

promised to do so; also on the domestic political scene, Steel-Maitland 

warned the cabinet that the “opposition will make very great play” of 

government inaction and that the next Labour government might ratify 

the convention.73 Further Labour Ministry staff wanted to prevent a gen¬ 

eral slide into international worktime competition. Nevertheless, when 

Steel-Maitland attempted to revive the London Conference settlement 
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in early 1927, he was confronted by a mining hours law that appeared 

to violate the convention; a more formidable problem was organized 

business, which was probably even more intransigent than it had been 

in 1926. 

The Tory government again offered a solution to the impasse: it pro¬ 

posed a bill that would “interfere as little as possible with existing con¬ 

ditions” and would become the basis of a revised convention. Yet even 

when offered an opportunity to consult privately on revisions, employ¬ 

ers still were adamantly opposed to any action.74 

Despite a more pliant TUC after the debacle of 1926, the NCEO 

and Mining Association rejected or evaded all concrete proposals. With¬ 

out cabinet support, Stcel-Maitland suffered the indignity of seeing em¬ 

ployer groups repeatedly attack his concessions and evade his offers for 

further negotiations. This put the Ministry of Labour staff in a quan¬ 

dary. They could hardly propose revision of the convention to the ILO 

without a firm political support from British employers. Thus, using 

the nearly Byzantine procedures of the ILO, the British delayed action, 

finally, in January 1929, Steel-Maitland called on other ministers of la¬ 

bor to propose still another revision of the convention. This effort 

dragged on throughout the spring accomplishing little but creating a 

deadlock at the ILO.75 

In July 1929, with the election of a Labour government, British pol¬ 

icy shifted back to support for the Washington Convention and hours 

legislation. Yet, Margaret Bondfield, the new minister of labor and for¬ 

mer labor organizer, was beset with the same opposition as her prede¬ 

cessors. Although the cabinet agreed to introduce a bill in february, it 

had a low priority and was repeatedly delayed over details throughout 

1930. In August 1930, this moderate leftist government managed to 

pass legislation that reduced a half-hour off the miners’ workday. Yet, in 

November, Bondfield had to request an end to the delays instigated by 

Whitehall bureaucracies. No action was taken and the country slipped 

into the depression. The new National Government turned more con¬ 

servative and labor agitation for a forty-hour week began to displace the 

Washington Hours Convention.76 

After more than a decade of painstaking negotiation, the principle of 

an international labor standard had hardly dented the armor of eco¬ 

nomic nationalism. By 1930, the Washington Convention had been 

ratified unconditionally only by small European states. The refusal of 

Britain to endorse it made meaningless the conditional ratifications of 

france, Italy, and Spain. The major powers were also reluctant to sup¬ 

port other labor conventions. Still the hours convention played a par- 
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ticularly central role in the attempt to reform competitive capitalism in 

the 1920s. Its failure paralleled the well-known inability of the Western 

capitalist democracies to forge a lasting peace out of the dreams of the 

fourteen points of Wilson. 

Perhaps the whole system of international labor conventions was too 

cumbersome. Not only did it involve the usual conflicts inherent in the 

diplomacy of nation states but also the confrontations inevitable in tri¬ 

partite corporatism. Tom Shaw declared in 1924 that the Washington 

Convention grew out of the fears of the peacemakers of world revolu¬ 

tion in April 1919. Once that threat had passed, the prospects of labor 

diplomacy were few.77 Surely also the refusal of the United States, the 

driving power in world capitalism, to participate in this reform crippled 

its chances. The dominance of free marketers in the United States con¬ 

tributed to the unwillingness and perhaps inability of Britain to main¬ 

tain its traditional leadership in advancing the labor standard. 

Yet the convention, even if not signed by the major powers, probably 

restrained potential “violators” of the informal eight-hour norm, much 

in the way that unratified arms accords were respected in the 1980s. It is 

not surprising that labor diplomacy failed—after all, so did arms con¬ 

trol, trade and exchange stabilization, and territorial agreements. Non¬ 

ratification deprived industrial reformers of a guaranteed hours stan¬ 

dard, forced them into an ongoing defense of the eight-hour day, and 

occasionally allowed employers in threatened industries like coal to re¬ 

verse the gains of 1919. Nevertheless, the eight-hour day generally pre¬ 

vailed even if the ideology of an international labor standard did not. 

For over a generation the eight-hour day represented to classical lib¬ 

erals a threat to the sovereignty of the marketplace. Yet, despite the 

efforts to reverse the concrete gains of 1919, there was no return to 

nineteenth-century liberalism. Rather, a broad consensus affirmed that 

the “three eights” was not a ticket to economic armageddon; instead, 

for some, it was a wedge for industrial modernization and, for others, a 

guarantee of social peace. 

Less successful was the claim that an international hours standard 

should be the base of global trade and competition. Labor’s relative ac¬ 

cess to power in the national arena was not achieved on the higher 

ground of interstate relations. It became increasingly apparent that la¬ 

bor’s inability to create an international labor standard negated its influ¬ 

ence over firms, industries, and nation states. 



8 
Meanings of Free Time: 
Leisure and Class in the 1920s 

The contest over time was waged largely in the arena of 

work. In an age that measured value primarily in economic terms, time 

was little more than an index of efficiency, a yardstick of production. Of 

course, a reallocation of time obviously meant at least the possibility of 

more leisure. Yet both managers and labor leaders seldom thought in 

terms of the value of personal time. Long gone were the defenders of 

religious festivals and the communal values of local fairs and games. Al¬ 

though privatized mass commercial leisure had emerged in the second 

half of the nineteenth century, it was largely ignored by almost everyone 

who addressed the question of free time. Recreation was defended as 

essential to the smooth functioning of the human motor, and the value 

of time for the cultivation of civic and familial virtues was praised. Still, 

free time, disconnected from economic and public functions, was prob¬ 

lematic to both labor leader and employer in the early twentieth cen¬ 

tury. The debate over leisure did not even turn on the right to consume; 

few thought of leisure time in terms of broadening the mass market. 

Rather, it revolved around familiar nineteenth-century themes—the so¬ 

cial utility of leisure and the best means to “organize” it. 

Yet what meaning and use did time liberated from the long workday 

have for wage earners? Is there evidence that workers sought a reduc- 

171 
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tion in the normal day for leisure rather than higher wages through 

overtime? Does the eight-hour day signify a changing leisure and work 

ethic? We have noted that underlying the politics of the short-hours 

movements of the late nineteenth century was a complex change in 

workers’ attitudes toward time (chapter 3). Wage earners were increas¬ 

ingly intolerant of irregular work schedules and the “porous,” yet inter¬ 

minable, workday under the control of an employer. The desire for per¬ 

sonal time was one objective in shortening the “ends” of the workday 

and winning at least a weekly holiday. These practical demands for lib¬ 

erty were clear indicators of a growing individualism in the working 

classes. They were also pragmatic adaptations to an increasing concern 

of the twentieth-century worker—the coordination of worktime and 

family time. This new leisure ethic was not a revolt against the work 

ethic of the nineteenth century. Rather the desire for free time was ac¬ 

companied by a general willingness to compress or even intensify work¬ 

time as the economic price of temporal freedom. 

This chapter will investigate two related issues that emerged in the 

1920s: the ideology and politics of leisure as part of the ongoing debate 

over the utility of noneconomic time; and signs of a new work and lei¬ 

sure ethic within the working classes during the postwar struggle for 

the eight-hour day. Included will be a brief perspective on the uses of 

leisure time in the interwar period. 

Organizing Leisure after the Eight-Hour Day 

Paralleling the economic debate over worktime was a 

struggle around the social and cultural utility of leisure. Like the eco¬ 

nomic dimensions of the question of worktime, the controversy over 

the efficacy of leisure was deeply rooted in the nineteenth century. By 

the 1880s in Britain, early Victorian anxiety over mass leisure had soft¬ 

ened, and, despite continued frustration over the “wasted” free time of 

workers and the commercialization of leisure, even conservatives ceased 

struggling against popular leisure. Few British accepted either state or 

even private national leisure programs. Even Tom Shaw, when he was 

minister of labor in 1924, showed no interest when Albert Thomas 

sought to survey workers’ leisure programs. For Shaw, leisure was a pri¬ 

vate affair. Of course, British trade unions, especially at the local level, 

took considerable interest in organizing leisure for their members.1 In 
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France, however, the question of the purpose of leisure played a central 

role in the national conflict over worktime in the 1920s. The following 

discussion then will focus on France but introduce British evidence 

when appropriate. 

French employers continued to argue that work alone brought salva¬ 

tion: leisure would dissipate the majority who lacked the training and 

intelligence to make proper use of unregulated time. Frangois-Poncet 

declared that the only beneficiary of the eight-hour day was the cabaret; 

and the Deputy M. Josse claimed that the eight-hour law had created a 

“moral crisis” and was a “symbol of laziness.”2 Yet in a democratic age, 

such traditionalist views were seldom expressed in public. 

More common were appeals for the “organization of leisure.” Indeed 

Francois-Poncet found the eight-hour day premature because proper 

leisure institutions had yet to be founded. Recommendations for a na¬ 

tional leisure policy followed well-worn paths: arguing that “the first 

educator of the worker is quite naturally the employer,” Leon Pasquier, 

a prominent industrialist from Lyon, advocated that business should 

offer vocational education to help wage earners rise “up the social scale” 

and to “enlarge their intellectual horizon.” Such education should also 

“teach the nonsense of high wages” isolated from economic realities. 

Support should be given to independent nonreligious social organiza¬ 

tions to provide young working men with wholesome recreation and 

diversions. Others, especially mine operators in the north and east, 

favored Catholic organizations that proved to be helpful in “rooting” 

Polish workers recently recruited from the Ruhr or Galacia. These 

groups would provide activities to help eliminate the “social diseases that 

threaten the race: alcoholism, immorality, birth control, tuberculosis.”3 

According to employer opinion, organized leisure should encourage 

worker domesticity. Lodgings should be sufficient to accommodate 

large families; more housing should be built in suburban locations far 

from the factory so that children would cease being “vagabondfs] in the 

street while the father haunts the bar.” The worker’s garden was still the 

means to “develop in the worker a sense of property and of saving.” It 

would also tie the male wage earner to the home and family, and pro¬ 

vide him an activity corresponding to the wives’ domestic duties. Early 

nineteenth-century paternalistic solutions to the social problem of lei¬ 

sure timc—emhourgeoisement through indoctrination, sublimating rec¬ 

reation, a “pro-family” housing policy, and the utopia of planting the 

“uprooted” urban worker in the soil of the petit coin—were very much 

alive nearly a century later.4 
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Middle-class British treatment of popular leisure stressed similar 

themes. Constance Harris in her study of working-class leisure in 

Bethnal Green (1927) followed the tradition of Booth and Rowntree in 

emphasizing the inadequacies of popular leisure despite the efforts of 

recreational planners. Monotonous jobs, she argued, made for “stupid, 

boring or perhaps vicious” leisure activities. She observed adults sitting 

in windows “watching the life of the streets” while the daily routine be¬ 

came “a kind of grey treadmill, without much hope or many desires.” 

Because youths were “given freedom far too soon,” they became “ar¬ 

dent individualists,” with little desire to join clubs or attend vocational 

classes in the evening. On holidays, instead of exploring the country¬ 

side, the people of Bethnal Green, a working-class suburb, went to 

the nearby parks, crowded around pubs, played rounders, or danced. 

Rowntree’s mid-1930s study of York revealed the same concern over 

gambling and drinking as did his study at the turn of the century— 

although he admitted that the latter had decreased since the war. An¬ 

other survey published in 1933 expressed disappointment in the quality 

of woman’s leisure—“unorganised social intercourse with neighbours 

at her shopping and housework.”5 

Few bourgeois writers considered seriously that leisure time might 

develop consumer industries or that appetites wetted by the dreams of 

the good life might bind workers more tighdy to wage labor. Most Eu¬ 

ropean employers would have rejected the resolution presented to the 

International Chambers of Commerce in 1929 in defense of the new 

leisure: “Enlarged buying power supports the market for large-scale 

production and for a great variety of specialties and services, while rea¬ 

sonable leisure facilitates new use and enjoyment of more products and 

services.” This view, held in the 1920s by a thin layer of “progressive” 

businessmen (influenced by groups like the American Twentieth Cen¬ 

tury Fund of Edward Filene), had hardly percolated down into the rank 

and file of European businessmen.6 

The French ideal remained to control workers’ leisure directly rather 

than to trust the temptations of the marketplace with its demoralizing 

entertainments and its lure of “wasteful” spending. The indirect sta¬ 

bilization of the mass market did not fit either economic reality or the 

ideology of the traditionalist French bourgeoisie. Yet even Henry Ford, 

the great proponent of mass-consumption leisure, shared many of these 

paternalistic notions.7 

Nevertheless, French and, even more, British elites opposed the 

overtly politicized leisure practiced by Mussolini’s dopo lavoro, the Nazi’s 
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Kraft durch Freude, or the Soviet’s trade unions. In Britain, the Work¬ 

ers’ Education Association with its multiclass membership promoted 

local and voluntary leisure activities. Western Europeans disdained the 

manipulative character of state-organized leisure, which they believed 

only fostered loyalty to the totalitarian nation.8 Yet the differences be¬ 

tween totalitarian and democratic leisure can be exaggerated. Both were 

extensions of Victorian leisure ideology, sharing a common desire to 

thwart the “evils” of urban proletarian family life.9 

Like employers, organized labor and reformist allies drew on 

nineteenth-century models to define their leisure goals. Justin Godart, 

the Radical deputy, still stressed that time freed from work would fi¬ 

nally allow workers to “fulfill their duties and to exercise the rights of 

man and citizen.” According to a British trade union official, shorter 

hours meant “that men and women might educate themselves to be¬ 

come better citizens.” The shorter workday, according to a French com¬ 

munist in 1923, provided the proletarian with an “integral life” having 

“less the character of being merchandise.” The nineteenth-century link¬ 

age of short hours and political activism was obviously still alive.10 

Reformers also recognized that free time was a potential social prob¬ 

lem. Labor officials and socialist leaders, often from the ranks of proud 

craft trades, were wary of the culture of less skilled manual workers. 

However, spare time was more an opportunity than a temptation. As 

Albert Thomas wrote: “Either the eight-hour day will be a deception 

and a disaster for the country, or else it will be the first step in the . . . 

decisive and peaceful revolution that the proletarians are seeking.”11 

Labor leaders addressed the wider question of the private meanings 

of leisure. Following an ideology already well developed in the 1890s, 

labor writers claimed that reduced time at work actually decreased alco¬ 

holism and cited statistics showing substantial decline in liquor con¬ 

sumption since 1914. Alcoholism, they argued, was a product of over¬ 

work where physical and mental exhaustion, along with a scarcity of 

time, combined to prevent the development of more healthful diver¬ 

sions. Reduction of the workday allowed wage earners to spend less time 

in the factory milieu where a drinking culture flourished. Especially if 

short worktime was accompanied by the replacement of the casse croute 

with the one-break system, workers would have less opportunity and 

need to blunt the rigors of a long day with a few “petits verves” during 

work breaks.12 Moreover, a reduced workday would provide workers 

with the time necessary to abandon the overcrowded tenements located 

near the factory for the more spacious suburbs. French socialists praised 
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the uplifting value of gardens as well as chicken and rabbit husbandry as 

positive alternatives to the lure of the cabaret or pub.13 

Most important, the shorter workday would allow wage earners to 

“enjoy fully the life of the family.” The father would benefit for he could 

develop a positive role in the family, contribute his skills and labor in 

the garden and in home improvements, and have sufficient time to “di¬ 

rect and supervise” the upbringing of his children. Women workers, of 

course, would have more time to make the home an attractive alter¬ 

native to the bar for husbands.14 

But, according to a CGT report on leisure in 1919, the man con¬ 

stantly at home “always is a slave.” Male workers, at least, also needed 

more athletic fields, libraries, and diverse forms of enlightened recre¬ 

ation. In this report, Jouhaux advocated the founding of “maisons de 

vie social”—centers that would include a swimming pool, meeting 

halls, libraries, cinemas for “clean” films, restaurants, and a museum— 

all of which (typical to CGT folklore in this period) were thought to 

exist everywhere in the United States. The public recreational needs of 

women were largely ignored. Apparently trade unionists assumed that 

women’s time released from wage work would be “domesticated” in the 

family.15 

Throughout the 1920s, labor organizations continued to advocate 

popular education. For example, in 1922 the CGT established the 

Commission for Education and Leisure in Paris to coordinate sports 

and cultural programs. Most of these activities were local and generally 

short-lived. French communists established a federation of sports so¬ 

cieties and even a newspaper, Le Sport ouvrier. And CGT supporters ran 

weekly excursions from Paris for municipal workers. There were similar 

efforts in Rouen, Toulouse, Lyon, and Nantes. Unlike their British 

counterparts, the CGT supported the initiatives of the ILO to coordi¬ 

nate popular leisure organizations; in 1929, French reformists orga¬ 

nized a national leisure committee in order to broaden the appeal of 

workers’ leisure beyond the confines of organized labor. This commit¬ 

tee developed elaborate plans for educational tours, conferences, educa¬ 

tional films, amateur theater, choral societies, and even dances, garden¬ 

ing, and sports.16 

All of this effort reflected a rather conventional nineteenth-century 

socialist vision of leisure for self-improvement. Like their employers, 

unions had neither a commitment to mass consumption nor even much 

consciousness of the threat or promise of leisure organized by employ¬ 

ers. In 1922, CGT writer Eugene Morel complained that, due to a lack 
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of facilities, workers had little to do but to watch “cheap police films.” 

Far from fearing employer manipulation of organized leisure, Morel de¬ 

nounced business for not being more active in sponsoring various 

forms of uplifting recreation. In France at least, the 1920s brought 

less a struggle over the uses of leisure than a conflict over its simple 

availability.17 

Organized leisure, however, sponsored either by the Right or Left, 

was never the success in Britain or France that it would be in Italy, cen¬ 

tral Europe, or Russia. French employers made some headway in sup¬ 

porting workers’ gardens, providing playing fields, sponsoring choral 

and theater groups, and even patronizing company libraries. Yet these 

efforts were largely concentrated in the mining and heavy-industrial re¬ 

gions of the north and east where the paternalism of large industrialists 

like the Wendels and Schneiders had long reigned. Although Renault 

and Thompson Houston initiated fairly ambitious sports clubs and 

other forms of welfare capitalism in the Paris region, reports from pre¬ 

fects in 1922 reveal practically no employer activity in the west or 

south. Employer-provided workers’ gardens increased from 77,000 in 

1919 to 160,000 in 1922; yet this was scarcely more than a gesture.18 

In Britain, the number of “allotments” or workers’ gardens also 

grew. In York, for example, they increased from 120 in 1899 to 1,544 

in 1938, but Rowntree estimates that most of this rise took place dur¬ 

ing the war. Private gardening in Britain (as well as France) was already 

common, especially in rural areas. In the 1920s, the government doubled 

the value of education grants, which allowed the number of local adult 

education classes to increase from 219 in 1913 to 3,004 in 1938. Other 

local initiatives also bloomed in this period. The Men’s Institute at 

Bethnal Green was founded in 1920 with 200 members; it enrolled 

1,000 by 1925 in mostly home-improvement classes. And the Worker’s 

Travel Association in the depth of the depression (1934) still organized 

trips for 27,361 tourists. The number of workingmen’s clubs increased 

from 1,558 in 1913 to 2,488 by 1926. Yet, as all observers admitted, 

these examples of organized uplift paled in the light of increased com¬ 

mercial leisure and “wasted time.”19 

Gaston Rives’s survey of French leisure in the mid-1920s found that, 

outside of the mining areas, workers mistrusted recreation facilities 

sponsored by employers or even those run by the Church. Workers re¬ 

sented these thinly veiled attempts to make them more loyal and pro¬ 

ductive employees; they identified leisure with “liberty” and thus re¬ 

sisted any collectivization of spare time.20 
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The Left was no more successful. Trade-union educational organiza¬ 

tions were at best short-lived. The French popular university had never 

overcome the doctrinal splits that weakened this movement in 1907. 

Moreover, even relatively popular workers’ sports groups had to com¬ 

pete with 20,000 nonaffiliated societies. Clearly, many a worker refused 

to be “parked in amusements especially created for his use.” Even the 

miner “ardent for his union . . . goes fishing or hunting in preference 

to a dance or cinema because he wants to be alone.” Moreover, despite 

the hopes of labor leaders, Rives was not optimistic that domesticity 

would provide a practical alternative to the bar: “Domestic activities do 

not exhaust the curiosity and intelligence of the male.” “Women,” he 

claimed, “are not interested in politics, the trade, or the union. . . . 

Woman is rarely a confidante of man.” This skepticism toward the do¬ 

mestic leisure utopia was probably shared by many laboring men in the 

1920s. Although workers may have increasingly valued sports, contact 

with nature, and even domestic togetherness, individualism and the lack 

of resources impeded their expression in organized leisure.21 

On the surface this analysis of leisure ideology suggests a surprising 

degree of consensus. Both labor and management drew on a similar 

font of nineteenth-century myths—the value of domesticity and en¬ 

lightened recreation. The enemy was the threat of the bar to the family 

and the continued allure of traditional unedifying amusements (like 

gambling and drinking) that challenged the wholesome virtues of orga¬ 

nized athletics and cultural enrichment. 

Labor seemed to be stealing the ideology and organizations of the 

conservatives. Socialists and trade unionists hoped that the eight-hour 

day would create a domestic utopia. The new leisure would replace the 

family (patriarchal) work unit lost with the physical separation of work 

and domestic life. An improved domestic bond would emerge in newly 

liberated hours at more relaxed meals during longer evenings and on 

freer Sundays. As an alternative to the mostly male and youthful soli¬ 

darities of bar culture, the new leisure could restore the values of rural 

life, offer the moral uplift of organized sports and physical fitness, and 

provide a wider intellectual vision. 

Yet this was hardly a clear case of embourgeoiscment. The leisure ide- 

ology of the Left was essentially an apologetic. In the context of an or¬ 

ganized attack on the shorter workweek, worktime reformers claimed 

that spare time was an investment in an improved “race” of workers. In 

this sense the putron s attack on the eight-hour day was not an argument 

in the national economic interest but a selfish and short-sighted attack 
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on “civilization.” This ideology allowed labor to win Catholic allies in 

the 1920s by its defense of family values.22 

However, these “conservative” goals went well beyond political ex¬ 

pediency: as we have shown in chapter 4, they had played important 

roles in campaigns for the semaine anglaise and the Sunday closing law 

before the war. They reflected the beliefs of the organized and perhaps 

most articulate sections of the work force. These values were responses 

to the perceived loss of family ties in the working classes in the nine¬ 

teenth century and the growing concern among mature workers that 

their children were becoming prey to moral and physical degradation. 

Ultimately, they reflect the long-term battle within the working classes 

over the “irrational” element in traditional leisures of all classes.23 

A New Leisure and Work Ethic 

Still we must ask: What did the eight-hour day mean to 

wage earners? If workers seldom embraced organized leisure, did they 

hold radically different views from their leaders? The chasm between 

elite and popular values has long been a presumption of much “new” 

social history. One way to develop a clearer understanding of the popu¬ 

lar meaning of free time is to analyze the underlying values expressed by 

workers and unions in the struggles over hours in the decade after the 

war.24 I find tensions but not clear opposition between the values of 

workers and the ideology of labor elites. 

The eight-hour day was a quest for leisure—not the traditional play 

of community-centered festivals, lengthy rest breaks, and irregular vol¬ 

untary absences from work but a desire for a new distribution of work 

and leisure time. This quest for a uniform and compressed workday 

with longer, more predictable and more continuous periods of personal 

time began in the 1890s at the start of the eight-hour movement (chap¬ 

ter 3); in the 1920s, the process was largely completed. 

Despite utilitarian justifications for free time, workers and their lead¬ 

ers believed that leisure was an unqualified right. “A 44-hour week was 

sufficient for any man,” said an engineer, for it assured a free Saturday 

afternoon so that workers could “have the real leisure that the weekend 

is intended to provide.” Ernest Bevin of the dockers union claimed that 

modem steamships allowed the “work to fit the men.” And what the 

men needed was “time other than for work or waiting for work.” 
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Shorter hours meant the end to the “inhumane system of dragging 

people out of bed at 5:00 and 5:30” and the abolition of the “barbarous 

and unnatural practice of starting work at 6 o’clock in the morning.” 

Workers had the right to a full evening of leisure and should not be 

obliged to retire early (or be deprived of rest) in order to rise too early 

in the morning. The traditional distaste for waking before dawn, to 

clock in at 6:00 a.m. in winter months, had now become “unnatural.”25 

The assumption of a right to leisure was perhaps the most common 

interpretation that Britons gave to Lloyd-George’s call for a postwar 

Britain “fit for heroes” and the one new “freedom” that the French gov¬ 

ernment promised its returning soldiers. In the post-armistice blossom¬ 

ing of democratic claims, the new workday was defended as a right of 

citizenship, a concrete expression of social equality beyond the common 

entitlements of political citizenship. If a 9:00 a.m. start, a forty-hour 

week, or a two-week vacation were appropriate for management, they 

were good enough for workers.26 

The idea of a “normal working day for all industries throughout the 

country” was an attempt to eliminate the often extreme, and sometimes 

irrational, variations in worktime between different regions and indus¬ 

tries. Despite the claim of British dock employers that different work 

sites required different hours, the dock union insisted on national uni¬ 

formity. One British unionist argued that differences in intensity, pro¬ 

ductivity, skill, and danger of work should be reflected in wages, not 

hours. To deny the eight-hour day was to deprive workers of citizenship 

and even manhood. To the British dockers, the forty-four-hour week 

was “a demand for a real change in status calling for adequate human 

conditions for our members, who in the old days were looked upon as 

food for shipowners’ profits, and who were picked out from day to day 

for a few hours’ work like cattle from a pen.”27 A French paperworker 

expressed similar sentiments in 1922 in a complaint to the government 

over the nonapplication of the eight-hour law in his trade: “As a de¬ 

fender of the fatherland, I was told that all were one at the front, now 

we are to be all united at home and all equal before the law”—particu¬ 

larly the law of the eight-hour day.28 

This quest for equality was restated in many forms. Retail clerks in 

Britain demanded an early closing of stores (with an often not too 

gentle chiding of the industrial worker for his insistence on buying to¬ 

bacco after 9:00 p.m.). The hours movement in 1919 spread to seamen, 

farmworkers, and restaurant staff—all of whom had been left out of 

earlier hours agitation.29 Even the elite had difficulty criticizing this 
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quest for leisure. In early 1919, Professor John Hobhouse admitted 

that he had never worked more than an eight-hour day (and Charles 

Darwin had labored scarcely more than four). This consensus over the 

value of leisure made it a “natural” right.30 

The equity ol a “normal day” did not, however, override the tradi¬ 

tional status-conscious labor hierarchy. Especially in Britain, many con¬ 

flicts over the post-armistice hours settlement reflected the disappoint¬ 

ment ol skilled workers that the prewar gap between their working 

hours and those of their “inferiors” had not been maintained. Engineers 

felt that if the textile workers won a forty-eight-hour week, they should 

get forty-four hours; they were incensed by the fact that such work¬ 

ers—dockers, bargemen, even “down to dressmakers”—had won this 

advanced goal and they had not. Similarly, builders expected a forty- 

hour week and railroad signalmen demanded a six-hour day, in part be¬ 

cause ol their desire to maintain an hours hierarchy. In 1919, coal 

miners insisted on a six-hour day, because the danger and “unnatural¬ 

ness” of underground work justified a “privileged” schedule. Free time 

was a measure of status as much as was the level of consumption. Yet 

organized labor insisted on a forty-eight-hour weekly maximum for all 

wage labor no matter what the mental or physical demands of the job- 

even though management rejected this right of citizenship on economic 

grounds.31 

Why did this quest for leisure become such an obsession after the 

war? One might agree with G. D. H. Cole who, in 1920, declared that 

it was a pent-up demand, frustrated by a generation when die work¬ 

week scarcely changed despite increased work intensity and productiv¬ 

ity. Historian M. A. Bienefeld claims that wage increases experienced 

during the war produced a desire to “buy” leisure time. Minister of La¬ 

bour Robert Horne argued that the “irrational” aspects of the hours 

movement resulted from the “passionate desire for an easier time after 

five years of strain.” In 1919, workers were repulsed by the prospect of 

increased work discipline—even in order to compensate for reduced 

hours. This may help explain their resistance to new work rules, their 

desire to eliminate piece rates, and their opposition to overtime. A re¬ 

volt against the overwork of the war years surely was expressed in the 

ca’canny that British employers and government officials saw as more a 

threat to postwar recovery than hour reductions.32 Yet the demand for 

leisure went beyond postwar social psychology. 

Moreover, the goal was the permanent right to personal time—not 

merely income or jobs. Union leaders insisted that hours reductions 
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were not to be bargained away for economic concessions. In the French 

building trades, compensatory time rather than income was sought 

when overtime was required. British steel smelters were even willing to 

sacrifice the wages of higher paid skilled workers in order to pay for a 

third shift and thus to reduce the day from twelve to eight hours. Robin 

Williams of the British dockers pointedly insisted that the goal of 

shorter time was not to increase employment but to create a steady pat¬ 

tern of work and leisure for dockers currendy in the trade.33 

Of course, leisure objectives were hardly new to the eight-hour era. 

They had been informally expressed in the traditional work habits of 

diverse trades: note the absenteeism among miners, tardiness among 

engineers and shipbuilders, late-morning starts of seamstresses, and the 

periods of “playing” in seasonal trades like dockwork. These customs 

had hardly died during World War I. In Britain, miners still took off on 

sunny summer days and often made Saturday shifts unprofitable be¬ 

cause of their “sport-loving” ways. They also sometimes refused to 

work after a man was killed or seriously injured. In France, skilled 

workers (especially in construction) continued to insist on a Monday 

half-holiday as opposed to the “modern” Saturday afternoon. In addi¬ 

tion, traditional wakes, patronal fetes, and other traditional holidays 

surely did not die out in either country.34 

Yet after the war, there was a perceptible change in the allocation of 

time sought by most workers. Perhaps the most basic goal was a uniform 

workday throughout the year, particularly in seasonal trades like con¬ 

struction, dockwork, or even automobile manufacturing. In May 1919, 

French builders briefly won an unvarying eight-hour day, despite efforts 

of employers to modify it according to the season. French clothing 

unions resisted employers who attempted to perpetuate the traditional 

cyclic workyear by demanding ten hours of work during the busy sea¬ 

son and only six in the dead season. Repeatedly in the early 1920s, 

French metal, textile, railroad, and other unions opposed managements’ 

efforts to establish a workyear (e.g., of 2,496 hours) with no limits on 

the workday. Likewise dockers on both sides of the channel sought a 

uniform workday throughout the year.35 

In Britain, the ideal of a daily norm of eight hours along with a Sat¬ 

urday half-holiday was behind the call for a forty-four-hour week. The 

alternative—a forty-eight-hour week with the Saturday half-holiday— 

of course meant an eight-and-a-half-hour weekday. A regular eight- 

hour norm deviated sharply from the seasonal schedule so common be- 



Leisure and Class in the 1920s 183 

fore the war. It was, in fact, seldom achieved in Britain: the movement 

for the forty-four-hour week was won only in a few trades. Workers in 

both countries failed to end the variable workday in construction, 

wood and flour mills, and agriculture; and, through the regular use of 

overtime, employers perpetuated it in textiles and many other indus¬ 

tries. Still, the uniform eight-hour day remained a goal and a sensitive 

point in negotiations throughout the interwar period.36 

In France, the eight-hour norm was tested in the practice of “re¬ 

cuperating” time “lost” to holidays and vacations. In the early 1920s, 

French employers sought and often won the right to extend the work¬ 

day before and after major public holidays. After 1922, labor inspectors 

granted recuperation time at the normal pay rate without union ap¬ 

proval. Workers were frequently more hostile to recuperation time than 

to ordinary overtime. As a Catholic metalworker declared, “a holiday is 

not really a holiday if the day’s rest is conditional on the making up of 

time lost.” This was a sharp change in attitude from the commonly ac¬ 

cepted prewar pattern of furious overtime preceding holiday periods.37 

Moreover, following the eight-hour settlements of early 1919, there 

were numerous conflicts over the definition of “worktime.” French leg¬ 

islation proved to be ambiguous (e.g., in the meaning of the expression 

“effective work”); in Britain, the proviso in contracts that the same 

“conditions of employment” be maintained caused numerous conflicts. 

One common problem was determining when worktime began and 

ended: employers insisted on starting the clock when profitable produc¬ 

tion commenced (beginning with the start up of machinery). They 

complained bitterly when workers continued to arrive at the factory 

gate at 8:00 a.m. When operatives left their machine at 11:45 a.m. in 

order to be out of the factory by noon or when dockers stopped unload¬ 

ing the ship before the whistle blew to get at the head of the pay line, 

employers saw “cheating” on the eight-hour day. For the wage earner, 

“work” meant time at the “disposal of the employer” or on the em¬ 

ployer’s property: when employers insisted on running machines up to 

the whisde or required employees to service machines and clean up on 

their own time, workers protested. Although union officials were often 

willing to concede the employers’ point in the name of increasing out¬ 

put, wage earners often resisted.38 

Yet even the unions fought employers’ efforts to limit paid worktime 

in mines to “productive time” or “effective work.” Before the war, both 

French and British miners had waged a long battle over the issue of 
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eight hours “from bank to bank.” In France the 1919 miners’ hours law 

conceded this principle when it included both “windings” in the eight- 

hour day (first miner in the pit until last out) as well as the lunch break; 

this, owners complained, produced only six and a half hours of effec¬ 

tive” work at the coal face. In 1922, French mine operators unsuccess¬ 

fully attempted to eliminate the half-hour lunch break from the paid 

workday. For the mine owner, of course, worktime (even on piece rates 

like in mining) should count only from the moment the worker reached 

the coal face to do “effective work.” For the miner, all time in the mine 

should be counted; for him worktime was that duration in which the 

worker was deprived of personal liberty because the miner, from the 

descent, was literally trapped in the mine and susceptible to its dangers. 

One French miner, perhaps only half-seriously, suggested that he really 

“worked” nine and a half hours counting the time when he left his 

home at 5:30 a.m. until his return at 3:00 p.m.39 

A related problem in France was “intermittent work.” Employers 

distinguished between “presence at work” and “effective labor.”40 Man¬ 
agement argued that sailors, railway employees, and waiters should be 

obliged to put in ten or even twelve hours in order to complete eight 

hours of “effective” labor.41 Yet French mechanics on dock equipment 

complained that ten hours of presence to service machines took away 

from the “complete joy of hours of liberty.” A British locomotive re¬ 

pairman on a similar schedule declared: “make the 8 hours and off the 

job. I don’t want to be at work or even on the railway 10 hours for 8, 

or else my benefit and pleasure is gone.” The issue was not physical 

exertion or even uncompensated hours; it was preserving the ultimately 

scarce resource—personal time. As we have already seen, although 

French miners won the point, this was not true of their British counter¬ 

parts in 1926; French sailors and some railway workers also lost this 

argument in 1922, at least temporarily.42 

This conflict over the definition of labor time was closely related to 

labor’s growing insistence that work schedules be modified to accom¬ 

modate the family and personal clock. First, this meant that many work¬ 

ers endeavored to compress worktime in order to liberate as much of 

the twenty-four-hour day from work and its environment as possible. 

For this reason French trades (dockers, builders, metalworkers, etc.) 

agreed to the suppression of the morning and afternoon food breaks. In 

this instance the values of workers and labor elites probably coincided.43 

There were numerous exceptions, however. Many French workers 
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continued to take a two-hour lunch, even though it extended the time 

span engaged in wage work. Of course, “moderns” like Albert Thomas 

complained that this custom deprived workers of time for family eve¬ 

nings; and insofar as it led to excessive midday drinking and eating, it 

hampered productivity. Still, this tradition prevailed—perhaps because, 

for many, the long midday break was precisely the family meal.44 

While some British workers embraced the one-break reform, others, 

especially in engineering, raised objections. Presumably the one-break 

system guaranteed that the wage earner had an adequate breakfast with 

the family because work would not begin until as late as 8:00 a.m. Yet 

male workers protested when employers insisted that work start no ear¬ 

lier than 7:45 a.m. This seems less strange when one realizes that wives 

and other relatives who worked at textile and clothing factories began 

their shifts at 6:00 a.m., and that the price of a late start was a 5:30 P.M. 

finish. The engineer preferred a shorter lunch to a “late” leaving time 

because he wanted as much of the evening free “to go to the pictures” 

and for “time in the evening with his wife and family.” The presumed 

advantage of an early-morning breakfast with the family did not im¬ 

press those small-town workers who were reluctant to abandon the 

8:00 a.m. breakfast break that they traditionally had shared with the 

family.45 

British reformers had long advocated the two- or (more rarely) 

three-shift system. This they saw as a practical alternative to overtime 

and high overhead costs that followed from short hours on a single shift. 

Yet there was considerable opposition to these schemes. Not only did 

feminist groups agitate against multiple shifts as destructive of family 

life, but working women themselves, especially where alternative em¬ 

ployment was available, resisted the two-shift system. It meant not only 

a late return from work for the second shift (often about 10:00 p.m.) 

but an early start for the first shift (often at 6:00 a.m.). In both cases, 

work schedules interfered with sociable leisure and the midwork break 

violated “natural” eating habits—that is, meals with family and friends. 

As a final example, locomotive engineers in Britain opposed the regular 

eight-hour day, preferring to work ten or even twelve hours on a long 

haul to the prospect of having to board away from home after eight 

hours on the train.46 

What all these variations had in common, of course, were workers’ 

claims that family schedules should take precedence over the work 

clock. While this insistence that worktime accommodate family time 
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was not unknown in prewar Europe, surely the trend was accelerated 

after the war. 

Worktime, Employment, and Overtime 

One might object that all this misses a central point— 

that workers used the eight-hour day not primarily for leisure but to 

reduce unemployment or gain higher wages through overtime pay. Al¬ 

though evidence of these motives exists, they neither are as basic as 

often assumed nor can these economic goals be understood outside the 

specific context of postwar labor conditions. In France, work sharing 

was central to some of the conflicts over the eight-hour day, especially 

immediately after the armistice in war-related industries. Fear of job 

loss was also a primary concern of French seamen and railway workers 

when, in 1922, employers sought to extend hours and eliminate a third 

shift.47 
Yet this issue was seldom the central concern. After the war, France 

experienced not unemployment but a labor shortage, obliging employ¬ 

ers to import some 1.5 million immigrants in the 1920s.48 Even where 

job sharing was the goal, it had essentially a social purpose: for ex¬ 

ample, a construction union in Lille insisted on eight hours (a reduc¬ 

tion from seasonal highs of twelve) in order to “distribute work to the 

largest possible number of family heads in the trade and thus to avoid 

the migration of these heads of families.” The old workers’ ethic—that 

all in a trade should have sufficient worktime to be able to maintain a 

family before any should work more hours—still lay behind much of 

the objection to overtime. It was also an expression of the “right of 

settlement”—that no family man be obliged to leave his village or 

neighborhood in order to work. It was a rejection of the old journey¬ 

man’s “tour.”49 

In Britain, there is a stronger argument that the quest for shorter 

hours was primarily an effort to combat unemployment. This was 

clearly the objective in the strike for a forty-hour week in Glasgow in 

January 1919; and it lay beneath the agitation for the forty-four-hour 

week and the wildcat embargoes of overtime in engineering trades, 

where postwar economic conversion threatened shipbuilders and arms 

manufacturers.50 

Yet again we must put this motive in a social context. Those who 
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opposed overtime sought to reduce job competition between veterans 

and home-front workers. Some feared that without work sharing, sol¬ 

diers would be kept in the army and the unemployed would be forced 

to relocate or even to join the reconstruction work in France.51 Union 

leaders, like Robin Williams of the dockers, saw in the forty-four-hour 

week a dignified alternative to the Out-of-Work Donation. For the pub¬ 

lic, a shorter week was a less costly alternative to the dole and it placed 

the burden of economic downturn on employers. Most fundamentally, 

saici Williams, the work-sharing demand could no longer be ignored for 

workers would no longer suffer silently during recessions; they expected 

either jobs or income, and preferably the former. The goal of reducing 

unemployment through work sharing reflected a more complex social 

psychology than expressed in the economics of unemployment.52 

These arguments made sense in the optimism of 1919. But they 

gradually faded as economic pressures dissolved whatever labor soli¬ 

darity existed. By summer, union leaders complained that workers 

would no longer sacrifice paid worktime for the justice or enlightened 

self-interest of aiding the unemployed. Moreover, work sharing never 

was embraced by many trades. For example, the British railroad union 

insisted on regular Sunday overtime instead of creating jobs through a 

forty-eight-hour limit.53 

Opponents of reduced worktime frequently argued that the eight- 

hour day was merely a pretense for raising wages by applying overtime 

rates earlier. In March 1922, French labor inspectors reported that 

whereas unions opposed overtime, workers did not. In 1924, Paul 

Rives wrote that the eight-hour law was “only a minimum wage law.” 

Workers expected that income beyond the subsistence level was to be 

earned on overtime and frequently through moonlighting. In 1919, the 

British minister of labor and employers agreed.54 Trade union leaders 

often shared this view.55 

Yet can we adequately explain this behavior in terms of economic 

self-interest and claim that the worker had become an “economic” man? 

In France, certainly, there is countervailing evidence. Many French 

unions consistently advocated strict limits on overtime, even when it 

was paid at a premium rate. In 1922, metalworkers repeatedly opposed 

employers’ efforts to raise the annual overtime limit from 100 to 300 

hours. That year textile unions protested a revised decree that allowed 

up to 250 hours of annual overtime. Again, in 1924 and 1925, as the 

political wind shifted in a more favorable direction, construction, metal, 

and leather workers demanded and partly won reduced overtime.56 
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An obvious response to this evidence is that the rank and file seldom 

shared with their leaders this opposition to overtime. Often this was 

true; but again we must explore the context. Part-time French farmers 

willingly worked ten or more hours per day at paid industrial jobs when 

there was little to do on their small farms. In the village of Montboison, 

for example, the employer of a small foundry in 1920 complained that 

his workers insisted on a ten-hour day in winter but only eight hours in 

the spring during planting.57 This was, of course, an old adaptation of 

the rural farmer to part-time wage labor. 

More common, however, French industrial workers accepted over¬ 

time in order to cope with the more modern pressure of wages that 

lagged behind prices. To be sure, the French eight-hour law formally 

conceded the principle of eight hours of work for ten hours of pay. Still 

in 1919 and 1920, decreases in real wages through inflation plus wage 

cuts during the 1921 recession made this victory meaningless. In the 

spring of 1920, Lyon textile and metal industries offered overtime to 

inflation-threatened workers rather than increased hourly wages. In 

Rennes, employers insisted that workers accept two hours of overtime 

at the discretion of management in exchange for any wage increase. 

Workers, especially in unorganized trades, sought and even petitioned 

inspectors for overtime to supplement wages below subsistence levels. 

When French unions in the building trades and heavy industry were 

weakened during the influx of immigrant workers in the early 1920s, 

workers accepted overtime in order to keep up with inflation.58 

French unions responded to these threats in a variety of ways. Some 

sought prohibitively high overtime rates. In a few skilled trades, like 

printing, these rates (often at time-and-a-half) were sufficient to dis¬ 

suade employers from the “systematic” use of overtime. However, in 

other industries (like shoes) no overtime premium existed or it was only 

10 to 25 percent over the hourly rate. Unions that lacked the organiza¬ 

tional power to bargain for a high overtime rate fought against decrees 

that granted employers overtime. As noted in chapter 7, these efforts 

were beginning to be successful from late 1924.59 

At the same time, French business was ambiguous about the benefits 

of overtime. While clinging to the managerial right to determine when 

and how much overtime was necessary, employers seldom used all of 

their overtime allowances. For some, business activity seldom required 

overtime; for others, premium rates produced higher wage bills with 

little increase in weekly output. A few even preferred that workers use 
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their “extra” time raising food in gardens, which would reduce wage 

pressures.60 

Most important for our understanding of French labor attitudes, 

overtime did not always maximize income. Not only was an overtime 

rate not always paid in France, but workers accepted overtime primarily 

in the context of declining real incomes. For unions (who generally 

sought the long-term interest of their members), overtime was pri¬ 

marily a threat to a new hours standard, “a first step toward the aboli¬ 

tion of the eight-hour law” and the beginning of the restoration of a 

ten-hour day as the norm for the basic wage. Its use also meant the per¬ 

petuation of the irregular workyear, caused by seasonal and trade-cycle 

factors. A CGT official at Belfort claimed, if the eight-hour day were 

“constant and uniform, all crises of work would go away.” A textile em¬ 

ployer from Tourcoing agreed that when the workers refused overtime, 

this tended to “regularize production.” Overtime may have helped 

managers avoid costly labor-saving technology. French textile union 

officials accepted overtime if it was due to the “unforeseen pressure of 

work,” but not if it was a result of a “poor organization of work.”61 

Finally, some unions refused to negotiate on overtime until the wages at 

the eight-hour level were sufficient to support a family or assure the 

spouse’s traditional share of family expenses.62 

Rives may have captured a more basic motive: “so as to prove that 

they owe the employer only 8-hours, that they have freedom . . . [and] 

as a means of protest,” workers refused to do overtime. This assertion 

of a right to personal liberty, although frequently stifled by the eco¬ 

nomic necessity of low wages, was likely to be closer to the feeling of 

many workers than the strictly pecuniary motives ascribed to labor by 

many employers and antilabor bureaucrats.63 

In the 1920s, many workers would have still agreed with Ruskin that 

“there is no wealth without life.” In an economy where the consumer- 

goods market was still relatively undeveloped, workers preferred time 

to income. French studies conducted in 1913 showed little impact of 

additional income on workers’ living standards.64 At least in France, an 

essentially subsistence mind-set survived even in Roger Francq, leading 

postwar economic writer for the CGT and leader of the technicians 

union. He declared that a “shortening of the workday is the only way 

for workers to gain from rising productivity,” implying no possibility of 

an increase in real income.65 Only when a consumer economy devel¬ 

oped after World War II in Europe did workers adopt an offensive eco- 
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nomic strategy—and, with it, sometimes a preference of overtime in¬ 

come instead of leisure. 

Eight Hours, the Weekend, and the 

Annual Vacation 

If, in the 1920s, a consumer workers’ culture had not 

yet emerged, neither had other values associated with later twentieth- 

century leisure society—the ideal of the two-day weekend and the an¬ 

nual vacation. To be sure, in the heady days of January 1919, Scottish 

shop stewards and some miners advocated a thirty-hour week based on 

a six-hour day, five-day week. Others, who promoted the more modest 

torty-hour week, also supported a five-day week. Yet some advocates of 

the forty-hour week were still thinking of a five-and-a-half-day week 

with a seven-hour weekday, not the two-day weekend. With the demise 

of the radical hours movement in 1919, the only proponents of a five- 

day workweek in Britain were employers in the metal, engineering, 

and chemical industries for whom a half-Saturday was no longer cost- 

effective. The social advantage of two continuous days free from wage 

labor rarely even entered trade union discussion in the interwar years.66 

In France, the ideal of the weekend was even more muted. The 

butchers resumed their prewar quest for a full day of rest (on Monday) 

to replace the compromise of two half-days won in 1907. Yet these 

struggles were surprisingly few—probably because of the lack of orga¬ 

nization in the retail trades. Moreover, while labor leaders often had 

embraced the semaine anqlaise as a solution to the moral problem of the 

family, not all trades stepped into line. It became widespread in textiles 

and clothing industries in which women predominated; but in occupa¬ 

tions in which men were concentrated, support for the Saturday half¬ 

holiday was mixed. For example, about 70 percent of engineering firms 

had adopted it in 1919; but builders and furniture workers in many re¬ 

gions preferred an eight-hour day, six-day week, as an alternative to a 

longer weekday. All French unions were opposed to a five-day week 

based on a forty-eight-hour norm as a threat to the “spirit” of the eight- 

hour law.67 Most French employers also had little sympathy for the five- 

day week. A prominent business journal had only scorn for Flenry Ford 

when he introduced the five-day week in 1926, claiming that the reform 
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was only a smokescreen for Ford’s declining sales and the overwork of 

his employees.68 

For organized labor, the duration of daily labor took precedence over 

increasing the length of weekly rest. Workers preferred longer evenings 

to Saturday mornings (or a carefree Friday night). This may reflect the 

lack of consumer consciousness or insufficient money for “weekends” 

away from home or even spent in doing home improvements.69 

The annual holiday with pay was also only a minor movement in the 

decade following World War I. Organized workers were rather slow in 

developing an interest in the long stint away from work. As we shall see 

in chapter 10, this movement would explode only in the 1930s.70 

In both the idea of the modern weekend and the paid vacation, in¬ 

come substantially beyond the subsistence level was required. Today’s 

office workers might consider a schedule of four days of ten hours for 

the benefits of a three-day weekend, or prefer an additional week’s holi¬ 

day to a few minutes shaved off the workday. Yet both contemporary 

attitudes toward time presume a relatively manageable workweek of 

forty hours, not forty-eight or more; and both are based on a relatively 

secure annual income, which made meaningful longer durations of lei¬ 

sure time. 

The 1920s were but a step in the broader movement toward a goal of 

long continuous blocks of spare time. The primary objective was to lib¬ 

erate time from the traditional 6:00 a.m. to 6:00 (or 5:00) p.m. work¬ 

day and to create a regular work schedule that synchronized with the 

family and personal clock. 

Some Leisure Patterns in the 1920s 

If the ideology of “organized leisure” and “rational recre¬ 

ation” had proved disappointing, commercial and passive forms of lei¬ 

sure clearly benefited from the reduction of worktime in the 1920s. The 

cinema partially replaced the pub as the leisure center of interwar Euro¬ 

peans. By 1934, 18.5 million movie tickets were sold weekly in Britain, 

a phenomenon greatly enhanced by the legalization of the cinema on 

Sundays in 1932. In a 1931 survey in Liverpool, an average of 9 percent 

of leisure time was consumed in watching movies and 8.7 percent was 

spent in bars compared with only 0.3 percent of free time used in edu- 
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cation. Cycling blossomed as did country excursions. Association foot¬ 

ball, organized in 1913, expanded by 1922, to four leagues. Books and 

magazines that specialized in home improvements proliferated during 

the 1920s. While piano sheet music sales dropped by 50 percent be¬ 

tween 1925 and 1933, music was increasingly heard on phonographs 

and especially radio. By 1939, 73 percent of British families owned ra¬ 

dios (while only 15 percent possessed telephones). George Orwell 

claimed in 1937 that “cutprice chocolate, the movies, the radio, strong 

tea and the football pools quite likely . . . between them averted revolu¬ 

tion.” Mass commercial leisure may well have made a more privatized 

working class, a fact that distressed the organized Left throughout the 

interwar period.71 

Yet this growth of a leisure ethic hardly implied the emergence of a 

consumer society. The quest for short hours surely did not simply re¬ 

flect a timeless truth—that people want to work as little as possible.72 

To be sure, union leaders believed that workers would have to be edu¬ 

cated to make “good” use of their leisure and to abandon economic 

Malthusianism or ca’canny. The rebellions in the spring of 1919 against 

the intensification of the work pace and the imposition of new work¬ 

time rules—even those that had been accepted by union leaders—may 

well be proof of this revulsion against work. 

It has been fashionable in recent labor history to claim a sharp divide 

between the “typical worker” and the labor leadership. For example, 

one might argue that leaders, not the rank and file, favored techno¬ 

logical modernization as a means of solving the economic dilemma of 

increasing output in less time. After all, can we believe that workers 

really abandoned their customary war against modern work discipline? 

Did they look beyond the formula of “the highest wages with the least 

effort and time” to the problem of the collective output? 

Some evidence appears to suggest that they did. In contrast to the 

“traditional” rejection of work discipline, twentieth-century European 

workers not only accepted the regularity of the work clock, but even 

sought a greater uniformity and predictability in economic time than 

was actually demanded by industrialists. Far from simply seeking to 

minimize effort, they adapted to the mechanical world in a pragmatic 

attempt to synchronize social time and worktime. Many workers may 

not have had much use for the moralizing rhetoric of their leaders (al¬ 

though older, more sedentary workers in many cases probably identi¬ 

fied with this ideology). Nevertheless, wage earners generally recog¬ 

nized the linkages between effort and living standards. In the postwar 
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period, there is little evidence that workers objected to attempts to raise 

productivity—if it did not mean loss of jobs.73 Like their leaders, most 

wage earners recognized the need for innovation in order to com¬ 

pensate for reduced hours. In the 1920s, French employers seldom 

complained of worker opposition to productivity measures, and, if 

British management often blamed go-slow attitudes for high costs, le¬ 

gitimate fears of layoffs prompted most of this behavior. The linkage 

between productivity and leisure was so obvious that organized British 

and French workers were slow to question the impact of economic ra¬ 

tionalization upon work and economic stability in the 1920s. Demon¬ 

strating this will be part of my task in the following chapter. 



9 
Labor and Rationalization 

The 1920s were an era of economic growth. Despite or 

because of the general reduction in worktime, European societies expe¬ 

rienced a nearly unprecedented boom. By the mid-1920s, that growth 

and its future prospects were associated with rationalization, a term that 

had become a key code word throughout the industrial world. Like 

many such labels, the more common its use, the less clear was its 

meaning. 

Rationalization was used as a synonym for Taylorism. Increasingly it 

also meant Fordism—a social as well as industrial system: it promised 

not only massive outputs of consumer durables but offered the high 

wages and short hours that guaranteed mass markets for these goods. 

Fordism was to be the key to a symmetrical economy, where wages and 

profits rose together and destructive fights over shares of the economic 

pie would become things of the past. Insofar as production became the 

principal yardstick of the successful society, Taylorism and Fordism 

could play leading roles. Rationalization was the goal not only of Amer¬ 

ica’s Herbert Hoover but of Europe’s social democratic parties, Italy’s 

fascism, and even Russia’s socialism.1 

The language of rationalization drew upon the nineteenth-century 

ideas of work science and even rational recreation. These themes were 

inextricably linked to the problem of the social allocation of time. Since 

194 
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the 1880s, reformers claimed that time efficiency—the concentration of 

work into more intense and thus more productive duration—would 

liberate time from work and thereby both create mass markets and pro¬ 

vide opportunities for social “betterment.” 

Between 1890 and 1920, labor support grew for the idea of a time- 

efficient mass-market economy and leisure society. Productivism—in 

France, labor’s interpretation of Taylorism, and in Britain, the key to 

fatigue science—had played a central role in the apologetic for short 

hours tor a generation. In the 1920s, the idea of the scientific organiza¬ 

tion of work was far from being merely a tool of the corporation during 

the second industrialization. It was a weapon of labor in its defense of a 

compressed workday. 

Yet what impact did the eight-hour day have on economic develop¬ 

ment? Did it create jobs as promised by Gucsde and Hyndman in the 

early 1890s or did it create unemployment as warned James Stephen 

Jeans and Yves Guyot before the war? Was the eight-hour day respon¬ 

sible for an increase or decrease in labor productivity? Did it promote a 

more efficient economy and encourage adoption of scientific manage¬ 

ment and mechanization as expected by Boilley and Mann in the late 

1880s and Thomas and Leverhulme in 1918? 

Moreover how did that world of more intense, more “managed” work 

look in reality? When, in the 1920s, the dreams of a labor-engineer al¬ 

liance had faded along with workers’ control of production and leisure, 

to what extent did British and French labor abandon the ideal of a time- 

efficient consumer society? Did they find an antiutopia in the Taylorized 

factory and the signs of a mass-consumption leisure? Or did they hold 

fast to the hope of a democratized world of leisure—and look for new 

meanings to work? We can begin to answer these questions in a further 

investigation of economic ideas and realities of the 1920s. 

The Eight-Hour Economy in 

Britain and France 

Despite expectations, worktime had an ambiguous or 

even irrelevant impact on the economic equation. The eight-hour day 

was not responsible for creating jobs, or eliminating them. It hardly led 

to economic decline; but neither was it the cause of a scientific revolu¬ 

tion in industry. By briefly focusing on the economic fates of Britain 
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and then of France in the 1920s, the linkages between work duration 

and economic rationalization can be explored. 

In Britain, where fears of postwar unemployment fueled the short- 

hours movement, economic historian Peter Kane found a relationship 

between a decline in hours and additional employment: a 1 percent re¬ 

duction in worktime yielded a 1.76 percent increase in jobs in 1919 and 

1920.2 But over a longer period, between 1920 and 1924, hours played 

an insignificant role. Kane attributes this to the widespread use of “sys¬ 

tematic overtime,” especially after 1922. This negated any job-creating 

role that a nominal forty-seven-hour week may have provided. How¬ 

ever, mean weekly overtime hardly rose in the 1920s. Increased use of 

“systematic overtime” occurred only in the 1950s and especially the 

1960s.3 A better explanation is that firms after 1919 rapidly improved 

man-hour productivity, which obviated the need for additional man¬ 

power. Recent econometric analysis reveals that between 1924 and 

1937 man-hour production in the British economy increased 1.5 per¬ 

cent per year, substantially higher than the rate of 0.9 percent during 

the prewar period (1873-1913) or 0.5 percent during a later period 

(1951-1973).4 The postwar recessions of 1921 and 1926 also reduced 

demand for labor.5 Moreover, rapid mechanization and innovation not 

only offset the job-creating effects of hour reductions, but contributed 

to at least temporary technological unemployment.6 

One might argue, as do R. C. O. Matthews and his colleagues, that 

diminutions in worktime in 1919 were successful because they occurred 

at a cyclic peak when demand for labor was high. In consequence, pro¬ 

duction costs climbed; thus demand for labor decreased and the subse¬ 

quent downward economic swing was exacerbated. Similarly, Matthews 

argues, recessions had followed other reductions in worktime (1870s 

and 1970s).7 

Yet, it is difficult to assess the role, if any, of hours in the complexity 

of the business cycle. Probably more important to the slump in demand 

for British goods after 1920 was the wage bill (only partially related to 

worktime), which rose more sharply relative to marginal productivity 

after World War I than in any other modern period. Certainly British 

employers were much more concerned about wages, which, though de¬ 

clining after 1921, remained high throughout the interwar period rela¬ 

tive to the prewar profit-wage ratio.8 In any case, the British economic 

problem was not a labor shortage, created by a diminution of work¬ 

time, but rather unemployment—largely the fruit of technological in¬ 

novation and, more important, of declining markets. 

In France, the impact of shorter hours on employment should have 
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been more direct. After all, the nominal reduction of worktime was 

substantially greater in France than in Britain (declining at least 18 per¬ 

cent in France from 1913 to 1929 in industry and commerce—double 

the rate in Britain).9 The well-known facts of France’s exceptionally low 

birth rate and war losses surely made the sharp drop in worktime even 

more likely to create labor shortages. These diminutions may well have 

created jobs, especially in continuous-process and growth industries 

(chemicals, steel, engineering, and railroads). It likely was a principal 

reason for the recruitment of over 1.5 million immigrant workers in the 

1920s. These laborers filled places on the French occupational ladder in 

heavy construction, mining, metallurgy, and even seasonal agriculture 

when job opportunities in more stable and attractive industries opened 

up for French workers.10 

Did the eight-hour day cause economic stagnation in France? E. H. 

Phelps-Brown estimated that between 1905 and 1930 the French dis¬ 

tributed increased productivity on a ratio of six to four in favor of lei¬ 

sure over income (as compared with the ratio of four to six in Britain 

and two to eight in the United States). In the 1920s, the French worked 

an average of 1.6 hours less per week than did the Americans—despite 

a much less productive economy. The French economic historian, Jean 

Fourastie, has alleged a relationship between the forty-hour week and 

the economic (and military) failure of the Popular Front. From a desire 

to restrict output and share work, and even from an unwillingness to 

recognize the strict relationship between consumption and production, 

some critics argue, the French prematurely distributed leisure and thus 

allowed their economy to lag behind competitors.11 By contrast, others 

have associated the economic “miracle” of the 1950s and 1960s with 

the stable and relatively long workweeks of French industry in that 

period.12 

Nevertheless, is there sufficient evidence to conclude that worktime 

reductions impeded economic growth? There may be some validity to 

this claim for the forty-hour week. This, however, is surely an excep¬ 

tional case because introduction of the forty-hour week took place in 

one of the least auspicious economic and political moments in the twen¬ 

tieth century. A better test case would be the impact of the eight-hour 

day (forty-eight-hour week) during the 1920s. Oddly, those who argue 

that worktime reductions impeded growth have not addressed this ex¬ 

ample even though it was an even sharper drop in hours than occurred 

in the late 1930s.13 

Yet Jean-Jacques Carre and his associates have found that between 

1921 and 1929 man-hour production rose 5.5 percent per year as com- 
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pared with the 2 percent rate between 1896 and 1913. Increased man¬ 

hour production may be explained in part by the “efficiency offset.” 

E. F. Denison estimates that 100 percent of the loss in man-week pro¬ 

duction down to forty-eight hours was recovered in improved hourly 

output. And other estimates are considerably more optimistic as to the 

point when the offset becomes only a proportion of the decrease in 

worktime.14 

More important, between 1919 and 1929 the man-year growth in 

production was not much lower (5.1 percent) than the man-hour rate, 

despite the loss of perhaps six hundred hours per man-year (or 20 per¬ 

cent from the ten-hour day). Even though the British experienced a 

more modest loss of worktime (about 9 percent), increases in French 

man-year production were substantially superior to the British in the 

period from 1896 to 1929 (1.5 to 0.6 percent). The French index of 

industrial production rose by 1929 to 148 (1913 = 100) compared 

with an index of 125 for Britain.15 

Even more significant, France’s growth in the 1920s was comparable 

with that of the boom of the 1950s (a 5.1 percent annual growth in all 

productive sectors). This was true despite the fact that the industrial 

workday actually rose slightly in the latter period (1 percent from 1949 

to 1963) while it fell dramatically in the 1920s. It is, of course, possible 

that with longer hours in the 1920s, the production index would have 

been even higher. Yet it is as likely that without the shock of having less 

labor time at their disposal, French employers would have not been 

obliged to have made the substantial investments that contributed to 

the boom of the 1920s.16 

An Opportunity to Rationalize: 

Compressing Time and Intensifying Work 

It is reasonably clear that output and even productivity 

were not affected by the reduction of worktime. In France at least, pro¬ 

ductivity rose while worktime fell. In Britain, productivity increases 

surely offset the work-sharing potential of reduced labor time. Does it 

follow from this that the eight-hour day actually facilitated the intro¬ 

duction of scientific management or work efficiency measures that ac¬ 

count for these increases in productivity? As discussed in chapter 4, this 

had been the prediction of short-hours advocates. 

In both countries, economic rationalization was the byword of eco- 
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nomic reformers. In Britain, Taylorism began to receive increased at¬ 

tention in business and engineering journals after the war.17 However, 

there is little evidence that Taylorism was widely introduced in the fac¬ 

tory. Both inadequate capital from the City and managerial conser¬ 

vatism meant that the rationalization movement that swept the United 

States, Germany, and France had relatively little influence in Britain. In 

the United Kingdom, rationalization meant primarily merger and mar¬ 

ket sharing rather than managerial innovation to increase productivity.18 

In any case Taylorism never had a good press in Britain. Work- 

cfliciency specialists like P. Sargant Florence and Charles Meyer, who 

had greater influence than industrial engineers, continued to attack 

Taylorism for its neglect of the ‘"human factor.”19 More important, em¬ 

ployers lacked the managerial controls over the work process (e.g., rela¬ 

tive to the United States) necessary to implement scientific management. 

Such typical Taylorite measures as time and motion study and func¬ 

tional foremen were nearly impossible in British engineering plants.20 

British employers generally preferred indirect methods of increasing 

productivity like the premium-wage bonus systems. These schemes re¬ 

moved the economic risk of other incentive plans for they lowered the 

price paid per unit as output increased. As an alternative to scientific 

management in the early 1930s, a few British firms employed the Bedaux 

system. Unlike scientific management, Charles Bedaux’s plan was simple, 

inexpensive, and claimed to accommodate the findings of fatigue sci¬ 

ence. Pay rates were to be based on the “scientific” determination of the 

time required both to undertake and to recover from a given task. Yet 

the managerial techniques of scientific management or even Bedaux or 

other bonus plans were relatively unimportant compared with mechani¬ 

cal improvements.21 

To be sure, efforts of British work scientists continued throughout 

the interwar period. In 1918, the Industrial Fatigue Research Board 

(IFRB) encouraged management-labor cooperation in the steel indus¬ 

try.22 In 1920, the Industrial Welfare Society, a group of moderate labor 

leaders and progressive businessmen, sought to foster new industrial 

welfare schemes in hopes of improving productivity.23 The government 

likewise supported several commissions to study industrial efficiency.24 

Still none of these efforts had much impact. The IFRB was repeat¬ 

edly frustrated by employer indifference to its efforts. In 1920, The 

Times Engineering Supplement criticized the IFRB for ignoring engi¬ 

neering problems and the costs of increasing labor efficiency. In 1925, 

the IFRB’s Annual Report admitted that, despite attempts to win em¬ 

ployer cooperation in its research, few managers took much interest. By 
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1926, a major effort at promoting a shift system in textiles had con¬ 

verted only fifty firms. Given depressed markets, few employers had an 

incentive to add a second shift. Women workers frequently resisted the 

“Leverhulme” scheme as a threat to family and social life.25 

British work science played an increasingly conservative role. In 

the 1920s, the discipline lost its propaganda function as specialists de¬ 

voted themselves to narrow technical studies. With the failure of labor- 

management cooperation, work scientists were unable to play a mediat¬ 

ing role. The IFRB redirected its efforts to finding solutions to the 

growing problem of boredom and nervous fatigue. Investigators fa¬ 

vored regulated rest breaks, variations in job assignments, and voca¬ 

tional selection (e.g., to weed out extroverts); they even supported 

piped in music and group singing (to restore traditional work rhythms). 

At the same time, fatigue researchers began to define the eight-hour 

shift as the optimum work spell, below which absenteeism and other 

inefficiencies would rise. They legitimized the “naturalness” of the 

eight-hour day and abandoned the old dream of a progressive reduction 

of worktime.26 

In France, the impact of the workday on industrial innovation was 

equally ambiguous. Certainly the eight-hour work regime helped to 

spark a widespread interest in the “scientific organization of work.” 

French engineering groups, led by Charles de Freminville, Henri Le 

Chatelier, and Henri Fayol, popularized scientific management in 

French business circles. The Redressement Frangais, organized in 1925 

by electrical goods manufacturer Ernest Mcrcier, proposed a French 

“Institute of Work.” In the face of the less favorable exchange rate re¬ 

sulting from the stabilization of the franc in August 1926, the Redresse¬ 

ment called for new measures to intensify production. Writing for the 

Redressement, Auguste Detoeuf noted: 

We must develop . . . within management the belief that upon them alone 

depends the productivity of their enterprises, that the easy measures such as de¬ 

manding fatiguing work or longer workdays from their employees or offering 

them less money for the same work . . . lead to a poor output, while difficult 

measures, those which demand the systematic study of the conditions of the 

functioning of the enterprise, have an enormous impact on production.27 

Added to the now common generalities of ‘Taylorism” was a re¬ 

newed fascination with the philosopher-industrialist, Henry Ford. Not 

only had Ford’s assembly line Model-Ts, based on the principle of high 

output and the mass market, captured the European entrepreneurs’ 
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imagination, but Ford’s five-dollar, eight-hour day had equally im¬ 

pressed reformers and labor with the dream of a consumers’ “social¬ 

ism.” European authors praised Fordism for its promise of unlimited 

growth based on efficient time at work and mass consumption at lei¬ 

sure. This literature followed the well-worn path of nineteenth-century 

travel writings, claiming to show the European future in the innova¬ 

tions of the New World.28 

By the mid-1920s, both French and international organizations, or¬ 

ganized along tripartite lines, had adopted scientific management and 

Fordism as solutions to the economic and social problems of capitalist 

democracy. Albert Thomas helped to organize the French Association 

for Social Progress, which won the collaboration of E. Mercier and 

other leading business leaders. The International Scientific Manage¬ 

ment Committee, which since 1925 had included representatives of 

French business, in 1927 invited French labor delegates to participate.29 

Furdier, in 1924, the International Congress for the Scientific Organi¬ 

zation of Work met in Prague with full French participation.30 Finally, 

the French government commissioned a National Economic Council, 

which in March 1928 supported the study of the technical problems of 

scientific management.31 At the center of this growing network was 

Albert Thomas and his vision of a time-efficient economy. 

Yet employers were no more willing to sign onto this program than 

they had been earlier in the decade to embrace the CGT’s power¬ 

sharing schemes.32 The business press was also skeptical that scientific 

management—and especially Ford’s assembly-line techniques—could 

be adapted to the quality-goods sector of French manufacturing.33 In 

1922, the Union of Metallurgical and Mining Industries questioned 

whether “any technical improvements [were] left to be made” and sug¬ 

gested that small manufacturers lacked the capital or markets necessary 

to adopt new equipment or to Taylorize. These firms, “closely linked to 

large-scale plants,” could not be sacrificed.34 Leon Pasquier, the president 

of the Lyon-based Metallurgical Association, neither was interested in 

nor indicated much understanding of Taylorism: scientific management 

works “only in new countries” and was a threat to apprenticeships 

and to technical education—hardly the response of a modernizing 

employer.35 

There are few quantitative sources that inform us about the impact 

of scientific management on the eight-hour economy in France. Proba¬ 

bly our best data are from a French government survey of seventy fac¬ 

tories (conducted between 1921 and 1927) that was designed to illus- 
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tratc the ways in which these firms adapted to the eight-hour day. This 

source clearly indicates the limited changes in the labor process stimu¬ 

lated by worktime reductions. This survey was by no means a sample of 

French industrial adaptation to the eight-hour day; but it can be used to 

indicate the experience of mostly successful firms responding to the chal¬ 

lenge of intensifying worktime.36 

Only one of the firms adopted time and motion studies, a key com¬ 

ponent of scientific management, while 51 percent introduced none or 

only one innovation that could be even loosely associated with Taylorism 

(Table 9-1); only 13 percent adopted as many as four to seven of these 

innovations. In a few mass-production factories, a simplified version of 

Taylorism was applied, at least in combining bonus-pay systems with 

improved internal transport. Yet in none was there any mention of the 

fine points of work science (such as vocational screening or predeter¬ 

mined rest breaks to eliminate fatigue). Half of the firms adopted piece 

work (but not necessarily the sophisticated bonus system advocated by 

Taylor); and 41 percent introduced new factory transportation (from 

push trucks to complex conveyor systems). Yet the less ambiguously 

Taylorite innovations (Table 9-1, innovations 3 through 7) were men- 

Table 9-1 Innovations Introduced after the Eight-Hour Day in Seventy French 
Factories (1921 -1927) 

“taylorite” innovations 

1. Piece work and bonus pay systems 50% 

2. Internal transport 41 

3. Serial or line production 17 

4. Additional machinery 16 

5. Increased division of labor 10 

6. Expanded plant 8 

7. Improved training 4 

“traditionalist" innovations 

1. Improvements in old machinery 31 % 

2. Stricter control of worktime (suppression of breaks, etc.) 24 

3. Increased surveillance 24 

4. Additional drive power to machines 17 

5. Increased machine speed 16 

6. Increased work load 7 

Source: “L’Adaptation des conditions de production et de travail a la loi du 23 avril 1919 
sur la journee de huit heures,” Bulletin du Ministere du travail (April-June, July—Septem¬ 
ber, October-December 1924; January-March 1925; and July-Septcmbcr 1927). 
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Tabic 9-2 Levels of taylorization” by Type and Size of Factory 

TYPE OF FACTORY 

LOW3 
% (no.) 

MEDIUM11 
% (NO.) 

HIGHC 

% (NO.) 

Traditional (textile, leather) 65 (17) 27 (7) 8(2) 

Artisan/workshop 60 (9) 33 (5) 7(1) 

Mass production/heavy industry 34 (10) 48 (14) 17(5) 
Total 51 (36) 37 (26) 11 (8) 

SIZE OF FACTORY 

Less than 25 workers 50 (5) 40 (4) 10(1) 

25-100 workers 58 (11) 26 (5) 16(3) 

101-999 workers 46 (11) 42 (10) 12(3) 

Total 51 (27) 36 (19) 13 (7) 

a“Low Taylorization” is 0-1 innovations as listed in Table 9-1 under ‘Taylorite In- 
novations.” 

b‘‘Medium Taylorization” is 2—3 innovations. 
c“High Taylorization” is 4—7 innovations. 
Source: See Table 9-1. 

tioned much less often. With the possible exception of mechanical im¬ 

provements, there were no significant differences between any of these 

innovations and the ability of the firms to recover output lost to shorter 

hours. 

Apparently cheap traditionalist innovations like increasing work dis¬ 

cipline and eliminating tardiness were just as likely to enhance produc¬ 

tivity as were “scientific” innovations. For example, a small maker of 

eyeglasses had only to speed up the grindstones and insist that his work¬ 

ers arrive and leave on time to increase production by 27 percent over 

the ten-hour day. The workers themselves in a small engineering firm 

practiced “informal” Taylorism, increasing production as needed to 

compensate for a more compressed workday.37 

There is some evidence, however, that smaller, less mechanized, and 

more specialized firms were less likely to adopt Taylorite innovations 

than were larger factories or plants that mass-produced goods (Table 

9-2). Still, larger factories, relying on relatively complex technology, 

seemed to have combined new or improved machinery with “increased 

discipline” (rather than scientific management, properly called) to in¬ 

crease production. The old “driving” system of the nineteenth century 

had hardly died.38 In two instances the owners actually suppressed a 

bonus-pay system (which the workers had opposed) and instead intro¬ 

duced mechanical changes. A bicycle factory introduced a machine in 
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1922 that increased the productivity of piece-rate workers by 50 per¬ 

cent over 1914, whereas productivity before this change was more than 

10 percent below the 1914 level. At the same time, the work force was 

reduced by one-third. A similar pattern occurred in other assembly 

plants. Especially important was the introduction of conveyor belts, 

elevators, trollies, and other transportation devices.39 Yet, as Patrick 

Fridenson and others have shown, in the 1920s even in the automobile 

industry the skilled worker survived the onslaught of Taylorism.40 

These findings suggest several conclusions. First, in French industry 

there was sufficient slack both in the utilization of manual labor and 

in the use of existing machinery to allow many firms to avoid Taylorite 

innovations. We may assume that employers recovered lost output by 

the most economical means possible—in general, not much innovation 

in machinery or managerial method was required. Second, there was 

scarcely any difference in the response of large mass-production fac¬ 

tories and small specialty workshops in their propensity to introduce 

Taylorism. Third, the ready availability of machine and process tech¬ 

nology allowed employers to recover lost productivity easily, without 

Taylorism or work science. This was particularly true in larger and more 

fully mechanized plants. 

In a word, the eight-hour day had a limited impact on the introduc¬ 

tion of scientific management to France. The reduced workday, how¬ 

ever, probably did encourage the more rapid introduction of machine 

technology than would have otherwise occurred; it likely created a 

more closely supervised work environment than was common during 

the more “porous” ten-hour or longer workday. This was probably also 

the British experience.41 

The Dream and Nightmare of Rationalization 

Despite its limited impact on the shop floor, the idea of 

rationalization, like that of industrial “science” in the previous genera¬ 

tion, continued to dominate the ideological language on both sides of 

the bargaining table. The concept remained a vital one in part because it 

appeared to be Europe’s future as revealed in America. Sufficient signs 

of that future had already appeared in the 1920s to allow observers to 

raise the question of the costs and benefits of a mass-production, con¬ 

sumer economy. Some within the circle of labor did not like what they 
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saw. Yet these voices were surely only a minor dissonance in a chorus of 

praise for the future society combining mass production and leisure. 

A sharp bifurcation of time into the unf reedom of work and the liberty 

of leisure was increasingly accepted as the inevitable price of economic 

growth. 

In Britain, during the postwar euphoria, productivism had been re¬ 

peatedly challenged by those who saw any increase in hourly output as 

only a benefit of capitalist profit. In 1920, the British machinist William 

Watson argued that increased output would only allow an “inept, ineffi¬ 

cient, unscrupulous class to regain its stability and strengthen its posi¬ 

tion.” Taylorism meant “wasted wealth going to rate fixers and clerks of 

all sorts.” In the late 1920s, R. M. Fox in the TUC’s Labour Magazine 

condemned Ford’s new auto plant in Ireland. That factory, he claimed, 

hired not skilled fathers but rather their unapprenticed sons who be¬ 

came “white mice that turn a revolving wheel. Ford would take them 

out of the cage sooner and give them more to eat” but the use of “short 

hours is not a remedy for uncongenial occupations. . . . The joy is taken 

out of leisure when the worker broods over the dull, tedious work to 

which he is chained.” Yet these comments scarcely echoed widely in the 

British labor press.42 

Far more substantial was the French critique of Fordism and ra¬ 

tionalization. Elite journals presented nostalgia for the diversity of 

French civilization, making a vague appeal to the quality of French 

goods and a rejection of that mass culture of Fordism.43 By contrast the 

press of labor and the Left attacked Fordism from a different perspec¬ 

tive. Andre Philip, a young socialist law professor, rejected the typical 

uncritical praise of the American consumer economy in his reflections 

on a visit to the United States. He conceded that scientific management 

had contributed to the relatively high wages and short hours of Ameri¬ 

can workers. Yet this was achieved at the price of “their liberty, person¬ 

ality and intelligence.” Increased output resulted in the almost total cul¬ 

tural hegemony of financial and industrial interests. The captain of 

industry was seen by Americans as “able, by his will alone, to realize the 

universal well-being of all the working class.” Philip concluded that ra¬ 

tionalized capitalism tended to “diminish exploitation but to increase 

oppression.” To combat this, socialists must not limit themselves to the 

struggle for material betterment. They should also be a “force d’educa- 

tion” to “create men who are masters of themselves and capable of real¬ 

izing themselves.”44 

Philip’s fear of the American Babbitt was echoed in Ilya Ehrenburg’s 
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The Life of the Automobile. In this stinging mockery of Ford and his 

French imitator, Andre Citroen, Ehrenburg paints a dreary picture of 

the mass-production worker: 

Pierre no longer believed in anything. When he was young, he had worked 

quietly and calmly. He had worked ten hours a day, but nobody pushed him. 

He had loved his tools and the iron. He relished the work. He mastered his 

trade. In those days, he read books and went to meetings. He believed in the 

victory oflabor and in the brotherhood of man. But then it turned out that his 

mastery was useless. The milling machine worked with an accuracy of one- 

hundredth of a millimeter. Pierre no longer ran the machine, the machine ran 

him. Now he attached shackle-plates. He forgot about the brotherhood of man. 

He understood only one thing. Nothing could possibly change. The conveyor 

belt moved. Against that, all arguments were powerless.45 

Within the ranks of labor activists, the most consistent critiques of 

rationalization came from the small and ephemeral Syndicalist League. 

Created by the former communists Pierre Monatte and Maurice Cham- 

belland, the Syndicalist League hoped to organize independent but 

revolutionary trade unions. In contrast to the reformist’s acceptance of 

Taylorism, which the league held to be only a speedup, the league advo¬ 

cated that workers ugo slowly.” Members also rejected the communist 

distinction between capitalist and socialist rationalization: “Let the 

workers in no case abandon absolute control over working conditions in 

either the bourgeois or workers’ state,” one member declared in 1927.^ 

Lor the Syndicalist League, workers’ control meant basically regulat¬ 

ing the speed of work. The productivity movement was management’s 

“revenge” on labor for winning the eight-hour day, an attempt to force 

workers to do ten hours of labor in eight hours. If wage earners ac¬ 

cepted this, they would have “gained nothing” from the shortened 

workday. The rank and file should impose a general slowdown, boycott 

Taylorized plants, and generally “fix the work rate for all.”47 

Work was not a necessary means toward prosperity or the price for 

“free” time; it was the embodiment of personal worth and an expression 

of individual autonomy, both of which were threatened by scientific 

management. However, in contrast to the anti-Taylorism of the prewar 

period, these independent radicals did not defend traditional skills. 

Their concern was merely with the quantity of work, an obvious reflec¬ 

tion of the fact that industrial labor was finally becoming measurable as 

mere units of output. 

As a viable strategy of Lrench labor, syndicalism was dead by 1914. 
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By the time of the Renault strike of 1913, if not sooner, the goal of 

skilled workers’ control had been abandoned. To the extent that the 

syndicalist tradition survived World War I, it surely had failed in May 

1920. The ideal of artisan management of production persisted in the 

1920s only in the episodic and pale afterglow of groups like the Syn¬ 

dicalist League.48 In response to increased pace and discipline, workers 

generally embraced individual rather than collective solutions: absen¬ 

teeism, turnover, or, where possible, informal restriction of output.49 

Far more prominent than these critical voices was the affirmation of 

economic rationalization as the instrument of leisure and plenty. In 

postwar Britain, labor moderates like Brownlie, Hill, and Henderson 

had argued that industrial innovations would give workers a “right to a 

basic day as short as is commensurate with maximum efficiency.” In 

light of the “enhanced capacity to produce” created during the war, a 

dividend of time as well as wealth was the workers’ right. Tom Mann 

and others embraced the promise of Leverhulme’s six-hour day and 

government-sponsored fatigue research. For these veterans of the short- 

hours struggle, worktime and industrial efficiency were inextricably 

linked.50 

During their reassessment of policy following the disastrous coal 

miners’ strike of 1926, the TUC embarked on a course largely favorable 

to the rationalization movement that was sweeping Europe and Amer¬ 

ica. In 1928, the TUC joined various tripartite conferences that wel¬ 

comed rationalization. At the TUC meeting in 1929, Ben Tillett argued 

that economic rationalization “cannot be resisted” and yet it “can be 

adapted to hasten the progressive development of the standard of living 

of the people.”51 

A “Memo on Technological Unemployment,” issued in 1928 by the 

Industrial Committee of the TUC, refuted the growing fear among 

American trade unionists that technology was creating unemployment. 

Joblessness was caused by lack of innovation, which made British goods 

uncompetitive. A policy of “high wages,” coupled with raising the age 

for leaving school and lowering retirement ages, would expand mar¬ 

kets, create new jobs, and also improve productivity. The committee 

pointedly did not recommend further reduction of the workday, which, 

it feared, might cause “additional overhead charges” and “hinder the 

movement of labor from a stationary or declining industry to an ex¬ 

panding one.”52 

The former syndicalist engineer William Watson and Transport 
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Worker’s Federation leader F. J. Maynard argued for a mass-production 

economy. William Watson, who in 1920 denied that workers should in¬ 

crease output for capitalists, wrote differently a decade later. Even in a 

mass-assembly factory, Watson argued, the machine operator could 

maintain autonomy as he could “properly work and think at the same 

time.” Watson was convinced that the new factory would not displace 

the skilled machinist but only change his tasks. Maynard responded 

to R. M. Fox’s critique of Fordism by arguing that a “scientifically 

organized mass production ... is the only method by which we can 

raise production.” Work can be “joyful” for only a “limited number of 

jobs. ... I welcome the engineer who lightens the tasks and the orga¬ 

nizer who shortens them. . . . No one wants to leave their well-lighted, 

warmed factory [and] eight hours with an electric sewing machine” to 

return to the nineteenth century’s Satanic mills. Fordism, he asserted, is 

superior to other forms of the speedup for it is “accompanied with high 

wages and shorter hours.” Maynard concluded that we must abandon 

the old traditions of the individualist skilled worker for “team work can 

be as enjoyable.”53 

These sentiments may simply reflect the crisis of British labor. Sub¬ 

stantially weakened during the recession of 1921 and even more during 

the General Strike and coal miners’ lockout of 1926, the TUC leader¬ 

ship may have been grasping at corporatist and technological straws. 

Yet this interpretation presupposes that a direct struggle for economic 

redistribution or control was the only appropriate behavior of orga¬ 

nized labor. The goal of increasing productivity, however, was not 

merely in the employers’ interest, nor did it necessarily mean ceding 

control of innovation to management. The views of the TUC’s Indus¬ 

trial Committee reflected a position of workers within an economy that 

was becoming less competitive. Indeed, in the face of the threat of 

American economic domination, this view was thoroughly rational. 

Yet this embrace of rationalization in the late 1920s suggests also a 

jelling of attitudes about mass-production society. Not only had labor 

leaders largely abandoned an ideology of workplace autonomy,54 but 

they realized that the major issue was now coping with the monotony 

and “joylessness” of modern work. Thus, labor intellectuals waxed en¬ 

thusiastic about the possibilities of “group” work or “thinking” while 

doing repetitive labor. They shared much with the British fatigue scien¬ 

tists who wrote of the comforting potential of rest pauses and “muzak.” 

Few would have questioned the conclusion that life was becoming radi¬ 

cally segmented into periods of economic instrumentalism and leisure 
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autonomy. Indeed, despite real concern with preserving work rules, this 
bifurcation was becoming a virtue. 

What is perhaps more surprising is just how little discussion of ra¬ 

tionalization there was in Britain during this period. This, of course, 

may simply reflect the fabled non ideological character of the British la¬ 

bor movement. It just as likely indicates the relative lack of economic 
innovation in British industry in the 1920s. 

By contrast, in France, the question of rationalization dominated the 

thinking of both wings of labor in the late 1920s. Despite its inability 

to control or even influence the rationalization process, the reformist 

CGT continued to support Taylorism (or Fordism) as the only way of 

guaranteeing the eight-hour day and of increasing the French standard 
of living.55 

An instructive example of this seemingly unnatural embrace of Ameri¬ 

can capitalism by French trade unionists is the career of Hyacinthe Du- 

breuil. A machinist for over twenty years, by 1920 Dubreuil had risen 

through the ranks of the Metalworkers’ Federation to become secretary 

of the CGT in Paris. Known as an anticommunist, he drew the atten¬ 

tion of Albert Thomas. In February 1927, through the good offices of 

Thomas and the American Industrial Relations Council (a Rockefeller 

Foundation affiliate), Dubreuil began a fifteen-month tour of “scientific 

factories” in the United States. As a former machinist, Dubreuil was a 

credible advocate of scientific management to a French working-class 

audience.56 In a successful series of books Dubreuil praised the “scien¬ 

tifically run” American factory as an alternative to the old pattern of 

“discord and class war.” He argued that both the “aristocratic pride” 

of the French factory owner and the “excessive individualism” of the 

French worker should be replaced by a “democratic” supervisor and a 

worker whose “remarkable trait” was a “natural placidity” in receiving 

orders and accepting change. Most important, Dubreuil saw the Ameri¬ 

can factory as a solution to general scarcity through mass production. 

For Dubreuil this was a sign that the United States was moving “toward 

some form of socialism.” Dubreuil presented an idealized image of how 

industrial society ought to be—a Saint-Simonian meritocracy and con¬ 

sumer democracy.57 
This uncritical embrace of mass production characterized not only 

Dubreuil. An ILO study argued that without the tacit cooperation of 

labor organizations and a rested and well-paid worker, the dream of 

efficient production and a mass-market economy was illusory. In this 

way of thinking, the argument that labor had to be directly involved in 
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implementing the new technology now seemed to be irrelevant. Like¬ 

wise the social and moral problem of intense mass-production work 

was reduced to a psychological dimension: 

The work—the sport almost—of rapidly assembling on the conveyors in the 
Ford factories would be impossible in conditions uncongenial to the workers. 
In this case, as in case of gang work, the spectacle of rhythmic movements of 
one’s workmates may act as a stimulus that can be intensified by rhythmic 
sounds or singing.58 

Like Maynard and Watson, Dubreuil and A. Thomas’s ILO no 

longer expected that work be interesting or meaningful. As to the prob¬ 

lem of monotony, according to the ILO report, its “most important 

cause” was the “incompatibility of some workmen’s character to con¬ 

veyor work.” These were “ill-humored persons” for whom “the execu¬ 

tion of movement is inhibited. ... All activity becomes laborious to 

them.”59 Finally, these studies rejected the notion that technological un¬ 

employment was possible. This was an extreme position. Yet it was not 

far from the opinion of the influential Belgian socialist Henri de Man, 

who in his Joy of Work also stressed the need to develop a group spirit in 

mass-production work and to provide workers not with personally sat¬ 

isfying tasks but with job security and leisure time.60 

These views, of course, did not go unchallenged in the CGT. Both 

the worship of American mass production and the possibility of col¬ 

laboration with the “progressive” employer were questioned. The sur¬ 

vival of these sentiments in the trade union press is summarized in this 

skeptical query of 1929: “Is it true civilization if morality flows only 

from material progress, if joy is contained totally within physical rest.” 

Neither the inevitability of work without “joy” or leisure without self¬ 

development were conceded. Yet these doubts receded into the back¬ 

ground of an articulate working-class culture.61 

More important, those trade union writers with ties closer to the 

rank and file than the CGT executives (e.g., regional or trade delegates) 

were not nearly so enthusiastic for scientific management. They ex¬ 

pressed serious doubts that innovating employers were easing work and 

raising wages or that jobs were being preserved. Voices defending crafts 

skills against mechanization and further divisions of labor still rose on 

the floors of infrequent union debates in spite of the increasingly cen¬ 

tralized and even authoritarian character of French unions. Yet these 

doubters had little influence over policy.62 

These tacts make it all the more necessary to place this infatuation 
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with rationalization into context. It emerged in these most extreme 

forms during a second major campaign against the eight-hour day be¬ 

tween 1926 and 1928. Not only did the stabilization of the franc in 

August 1926 threaten French exports and thus oblige industry to re¬ 

trench, but the attack on the eight-hour day in Italy and Britain in the 

summer ol 1926 offered French employers an opportunity to raise still 

again the worktime issue. French labor responded as it had in the early 

1920s. The CGT leadership declared in October 1926 that the neces¬ 

sary "increase of production ought to be sought within the framework 

of the eight-hour day.” In a barrage of articles in Le Peuple between No¬ 

vember 1926 and March 1927, the entire ideology of the time-efficient 

economy was rehearsed. The eight-hour day was “a revolution in daily 

life” that promised not only to “restore the family” and foster social 

betterment but to contribute to a rationalized economy. Innovations 

were the practical alternative to the shortcuts of longer hours and pay 

reductions.63 

Likewise, the earlier dream of a democratic control over technology 

had not been abandoned. This was the point of CGT participation in 

the scientific management movement. The CGT had rather definite, if 

unrealistic, conditions for the introduction of economic innovation. 

According to the CGT s manifesto on productivity (October 1926), ra¬ 

tionalization was unacceptable if it neglected the question of fatigue, 

led to the discharge of older workers, or made workers “interchange¬ 

able.” It was tolerable if innovations led to lower-priced goods and 

provided wages commensurate with increased productivity, full em¬ 

ployment, and, of course, guaranteed short hours. These concerns 

naturally reflected rank-and-file fears that paralleled later anxieties over 

automation. 

French unions had not simply accepted a trade-off and rigid bifurca¬ 

tion of time between the “compulsion” of working hours and the free¬ 

dom of leisure time. Continued desire to control or influence the work¬ 

place—even in this truncated form—reveals that the idea of autonomy 

had not been shifted entirely to leisure time.64 

The problem, of course, was that the CGT leadership had no effec¬ 

tive mechanisms for organizing industrial workers’ control. And their 

increasing abandonment of the arduous effort of organizing mass- 

production workers only compounded the problem. In the end, in spite 

of themselves, they encouraged the split between work and leisure time. 

Despite the deep ideological divisions within the French labor move¬ 

ment, the CGT’s rivals in the communist party and the closely linked 
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trade union federation, the CGTU, held views on rationalization that 

were similar. The CGTU criticized the CGT for accepting capitalism as 

long as it was productive and was willing to distribute time and income. 

In fashioning its own position on rationalization, the CGTU found 

itself in an anomalous situation: it shared with the CGT a belief in 

the progressive function of technological innovation (derived from 

Marxism).65 The CGTU’s position was also colored by Lenin’s advocacy 

of Taylorism and by the Soviet Union’s stress on time efficiency through¬ 

out the 1920s and during the early Five Year Plans.66 However, to avoid 

class collaboration and, more important, to win new union members, 

the CGTU also vigorously attacked the “consequences” of capitalist 

innovation.67 

The solution to this ideological dilemma was the distinction made 

between capitalist and socialist rationalization. This doctrine emerged 

in 1926 partially in response to the CGT’s campaign for scientific man¬ 

agement. In contrast to the capitalist distortion, socialist rationalization 

did not waste energy in class exploitation; rather it realized the dream of 

the eight-hour day. Indeed socialism could realize the seven-hour day, 

which had been introduced in some Soviet factories in the mid-1920s. 

While the CGT used an idealized image of Fordism to criticize the fail¬ 

ure of French business to innovate, the CGTU posed an equally roman¬ 

tic picture of Soviet society for essentially the same purpose.68 

Like the CGT, the communist unions demanded that the benefits of 

increased productivity be shared by those workers who were forced to 

submit to more intense production.69 In contrast to the CGT, which 

increasingly abandoned the struggles on the shop floor for interest- 

group politics, the CGTU was committed to organizing new workers. 

They were interested especially in the larger and more concentrated in¬ 

dustries. However, attempts of CGTU activists to penetrate new sec¬ 

tors, such as the automobile industry, obliged them to attack the new 

work methods.70 

During the boom years of 1929 and 1930, communist labor orga¬ 

nizers filed dozens of reports in VHumanite condemning the new fac¬ 

tories. The Michelin rubber workers were pictured as a “vast army of 

18,000 people making the same mechanical movements under the 

watchful eyes of the company’s band of young and loyal stooges.” More¬ 

over the CGTU also defended the skills of Breton fishermen, Parisian 

metalworkers, and carpenters whose immediate economic interests 

were threatened by innovation.71 

By 1929, under pressure from the rank and file, the CGTU leader- 
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ship went a step further by demanding workers’ control over innovation 

on the shop floor. It advocated the suppression of time and motion 

studies and “dangerous machines” (as determined by the workers’ dele¬ 

gates), rest breaks for conveyor workers, and even a reduction of the 

speed of tine belts by “collective action” where needed. This policy was 

clearly a concession to organizers.72 

The French communists in the 1920s faced a contradiction: they 

wished to affirm the rationalization of work and yet to avoid supporting 

modernizing capitalists. They rejoiced in the emergence of the mass- 

production worker, and yet they defended the immediate interests of 

the French laborer in the painful transition to a modern economy. 

Communists encouraged shop-floor agitation against the new work 

methods. Still, in the end, the main thrust of their policy was hardly 

distinguishable from the “reformist” CGT—higher wages and shorter 

hours in compensation for Taylorism and mechanization. Thus, they 

too legitimated the division between work as instrumental time and lei¬ 

sure as compensatorv freedom. 

Shortly before World War I, the mainstream of French labor moved 

away from a decentralized and craft-based syndicalism and toward an 

organized movement committed to mobilizing the industrial work 

force. Recognizing the need for a more productive economy, the French 

labor movement began to seek the means of making economic innova¬ 

tion serve the long-term interests of labor. Lacking an ability to or¬ 

ganize the new unskilled industrial workers until 1936, and facing a 

patronat who failed to innovate, the French labor movement confronted 

an ironic situation: it proposed an ideology appropriate for a labor 

movement that it could not organize and for an economy that did not 

yet exist. Despite the obvious differences between Dubreuil and the 

communists, not only did both extremes favor a mass-production econ¬ 

omy but they saw in it the future of French labor. The central prob¬ 

lem—which the division of the Left and the poor organization of labor 

made impossible to solve—was how workers were to use innovation to 

improve both their material conditions and the quality of time at work 

and leisure. 

This positive assessment of Europe’s future as a mass-production so¬ 

ciety is certainly intelligible. In one sense, its context—the defense of 

the eight-hour day and, increasingly, the appeal of a productivity-based 

wage—explains the vitality of rationalization discourse. In another 

sense, it represents a compromise with a world out of labor’s control— 

an effort to cope with the realities of an economy where work neces- 
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sarily has lost its intrinsic meaning. Yet was this a sellout (perhaps pre¬ 

mature) to consumer capitalism, an inability to see socialism as other 

than democratic leisure and commodity absorption? Certainly the old 

linkage between the progressive reduction of worktime and techno¬ 

logical progress seemed to have been supplanted by a growing inter¬ 

est in a shareout of goods. The notion of leisure as an opportunity to 

create a working-class culture rather than as time for privatizing con¬ 

sumption seemed also to decline in the 1920s. As we shall see, the 

1930s led to a revival of the short-hours movement. Yet its rationale 

was almost entirely economic rather than social. 

Still, it would be unfair to interpret labor’s response to rationaliza¬ 

tion as embourgeoisement. In a material world, where job insecurity and 

limited consumer choices still prevailed, to condemn organized labor’s 

response as a sellout to mindless though well-paid work seems in¬ 

sensitive at the least. In any case, efforts (however inadequate) to find a 

new meaning to workers’ control was a kind of halfway house between 

the personal freedom of leisure time and the compulsion of rationalized 

worktime. Moreover, collective action was still necessary to give expres¬ 

sion to these private goals of free time. 



10 
The Right to Time in the 
Twentieth Century 

This book has been about the origins of the social right 

to time. In the century after 1840, a standard of leisure was partially 

achieved. During this period, the intensification of work made the re¬ 

duction of labor a biological necessity while the time freed for con¬ 

sumption facilitated economic growth. Yet it was against both the 

prejudices of elites and the pressures of the market that the eight-hour 

norm became a right of citizenship. This era marked the transition be¬ 

tween time allocated according to the exigencies of nature, custom, and 

especially authority and the contemporary desire for highly individ¬ 

ualized distributions of time. This middle period was characterized by 

the quest for an equality and simultaneity in social time—sited pri¬ 

marily within the family rather than the traditional community. The de¬ 

cades following World War II saw both a sharp decline in interest in 

reducing the hours standard and the advent of more individualistic 

quests for free time such as the vacation. These changes grew out of the 

events of the 1930s. 

The very idea of a standard of labor time met vigorous resistance in 

the 1920s and continued to be opposed in the name of the free market 

and growth in the 1930s. Hopes that the forty-eight-hour ceiling would 

be lowered were frustrated in the 1930s by the impotence of labor, by 

215 
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nationalistic competition, and ultimately by the alternative of economic 

growth through mass consumption. Since the 1930s there has been 

relatively little decline in worktime, while the share of enhanced pro¬ 

ductivity distributed as income has been greatly increased. 

At the same time, the demand for leisure was hardly finished with the 

Great Depression. If, in Europe, the forty-hour week was largely a fail¬ 

ure in the 1930s, the annual paid vacation was a great success. Ironi¬ 

cally, in spite of massive unemployment and deep ideological fissures 

within Europe, the vacation became a near universal ideal. It responded 

to deep needs that transcended ideology and economic system. In the 

generation after World War II, the vacation became the leisure concept 

of choice for most Europeans: the one- or two-week holiday expanded 

to four or more weeks in the prosperity of the 1950s and 1960s. 

In this last chapter, I propose to sketch an explanation for this transi¬ 

tion from the end of the progressive improvement in the hours standard 

to the beginnings of individualized leisure dominated by the annual va¬ 

cation. Finally, I ask: What did these changes mean for the historic 

quest for free time and for contemporary attitudes toward work and 

leisure? 

Depression and the Forty-Hour Week 

The shrinkage of world markets in 1930-1931 brought 

a sudden end to British and French infatuation with Fordism and ra¬ 

tionalization. Many faced joblessness and, more often, short-time work 

(with corresponding reductions in pay). Others experienced overtime 

and more intense labor when employers sought to reduce unit costs 

and to undercut competitors.1 These trends tended to vindicate those 

critics of rationalization whom, in the 1920s, organized labor ignored. 

Whereas employers blamed the slump on the world market (especially 

their inability to compete because of high labor costs), organized labor 

attacked rationalization. A new consensus emerged on the Left that in¬ 

creased output per worker had not been balanced by either increased 

income or job security. The consequence was “underconsumption” and 

thus depression. The only solutions were salutary wage increases and 

job sharing by means of reduced hours.2 

In Britain, this about-face was complete by September 1931. A TUC 

report called for a forty-hour week with no reduction in pay as “one of 
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the ways in which the workers may share in increased productivity.” In 

1932, in the midst ol deflation, the TUC’s representative at the Inter¬ 

national Labor Organization, Arthur Hayday, bluntly demanded, “cut 

work time, not wages.” Repeatedly over the next two years, trade unions 

presented evidence of the jobs lost in steel, textiles, shipbuilding, engi¬ 

neering, and mining due to recent mechanization. Contrary to dieir ex¬ 

pectations in the late-1920s, employment was not shifting to new 

industries.3 Even Harold Browden, an owner of the Raleigh Cycle 

Company, argued in October 1932 that employment was no longer a 

sufficient means of distributing purchasing power.4 The only apparent 

solution to this dilemma was to find new mechanisms for allocating de¬ 

mand to balance supply. Although some trade unionists favored in¬ 

creasing the wages of those with jobs,5 most preferred increasing aggre¬ 

gate purchasing power by reducing hours and thus obliging employers 

to increase jobs—without decreasing pay. 

The British metalworkers union argued that the “problem of un¬ 

employment is in its essence a problem of undistributed leisure.” While 

the goal of industrial society is to “free mankind from the burden of 

unnecessary toil. . . , instead of more leisure we have more unemploy¬ 

ment.”6 Like the short-hours advocates of the 1880s, they asserted that 

it was morally superior to provide all wage earners with both compen¬ 

sated work and autonomous time instead of dividing the labor force be¬ 

tween those suffering the poverty of idleness and those fatigued by 

overwork. 

Yet the forty-hour movement did not turn on the distribution and 

meaning of time. The cultural value, for example, of the two-day week¬ 

end hardly entered the discussion in Britain.7 Rather, labor leaders con¬ 

ceived the forty-hour week as an economic solution to essentially a 

“Keynesian” problem—“underconsumption.” It was specifically offered 

as an alternative to the prognosis and therapy provided by employer 

groups and conservative governments.8 

The National Confederation of Employers’ Organisations (NCEO) 

summarized the dominant view of British business in December 1933: 

it was not mass purchasing power and productive capacity that were 

out of balance but wages and prices. Since the war, high wages, bol¬ 

stered by social services and a labor standard set by government and 

“sheltered” industries, had priced British goods out of the world mar¬ 

ket. According to the NCEO, a forty-hour week would only oblige em¬ 

ployers to expand facilities, increase supervisory staff's, and hire the 

“unemployables.” It also would have a disproportionate impact upon 
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labor-intensive sectors (already at a disadvantage with low-wage coun¬ 

tries). Instead, the NCEO offered the solutions of lower taxes, reduced 

labor costs, and the abandonment of the gold standard, all of which 

would cheapen British goods on the world market.9 In sum, the hours 

debate of the 1930s was subsumed under the old struggle between the 

advocates of the home market versus the world market. 

Economists Colin Clark and P. Sargant Florence and the reformist 

International Association for Social Progress and the League of Nations 

Union supported the forty-hour week (with the maintenance of pay 

rates) as a way of expanding domestic consumption. This group also 

generally stressed the need to increase productivity and abandon the old 

prejudices against shift work in order to utilize existing capital fully. 

Yet, even if the threat to British competitiveness was real (e.g., vis-a-vis 

Japanese textiles), Clark argued that a shift to a home market and a 

larger public sector would eliminate most of this problem.10 

A nearly identical debate took place in France. The CGT became rap¬ 

idly disillusioned with Fordism in 1930; a forty-hour campaign fol¬ 

lowed in 1931, which was officially adopted in 1933. The new reduc¬ 

tion of worktime was to solve the “disequilibrium of consumption and 

production” caused by “disorganized rationalization” and “overwork.” 

The communists agreed, going still further in resurrecting the Soviet 

example of the seven-hour day.11 

Jouhaux reasserted the linkage between technical innovation and 

the progressive reduction of worktime. In February 1933, he called the 

forty-hour week a “step” in the continuous reduction of worktime. The 

CGT observed that “we must recognize that the industrial system cre¬ 

ates two products: goods and leisure.” There should be a balance be¬ 

tween the two so that leisure did not become unemployment.12 Yet 

again, as in Britain, shorter hours were primarily intended to stimulate 

consumption; both job sharing and new time to consume were ob¬ 

jectives. A two-day weekend would encourage suburbanization and 

with it domestic consumption.13 

In turn, French employers countered with an analysis that was virtu¬ 

ally identical to that of their British competitors.14 Again, the remnants 

of the reform network, especially the Association for Social Progress, 

gave intellectual support to the concepts of technological unemploy¬ 

ment, underconsumption, and the distribution^ function of the forty- 

hour week.15 

Moreover, these trends were part of an international movement. The 

forty-hour week dominated the Stockholm meeting of the International 
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Federation of Trade Unions in 1930. Sections of the American labor 

movement had advocated a forty-hour week in 1927 and, at the depth 

ot the depression, the American Federation of Labor supported the in¬ 

troduction ot the Black-Connery thirty-hour bill. Although Europeans 

generally ignored the thirty-hour concept, they repeatedly referred to 

the American example in the worktime provisions of the National Re¬ 

covery Act of 1933.16 

The principal forum was again the ILO. In October 1931, the tri¬ 

partite Governing Body of the ILO barely supported the trade union 

proposal for an official commission to consider the relationship between 

unemployment and hours. Yet, in the following July, the Italian govern¬ 

ment requested a special conference to consider a uniform hours stan¬ 

dard in order to reduce competition and to reabsorb the unemployed. 

The Governing Body responded by organizing a Tripartite Preparatory 

Conference in January 1933. Both the Italians and the ILO staff con¬ 

ceived of this meeting as an opportunity for shaping the agenda of the 

upcoming World Economic Conference. The ILO’s report adopted the 

underconsumptionist interpretation of the depression. This concept 

was not merely a response to the economic emergency but an “essential 

element in long-range social planning.” Albert Thomas’s ideology of 

time efficiency still prevailed in the ILO, although his leadership was 

soon to pass to the British bureaucrat Harold Bulter, upon Thomas’s 

unexpected death in 1933.17 

These hopes were again dashed by the implacable opposition of 

business representatives supported by Germany, Japan, and, again, Brit¬ 

ain. Only eighteen of thirty-five representatives endorsed a motion for a 

general forty-hour convention. The proposal of the trade unions for 

forty hours without pay reductions failed when Italy and other govern¬ 

ments refused to join. At the end of this meeting the British employer 

representative, Forbes-Watson, took pleasure in reporting that short- 

hours advocates would have no influence on the World Economic 

Conference.18 

Forbes-Watson was right. Instead of a general forty-hour conven¬ 

tion, the ILO adopted a piecemeal program of special conventions for 

separate industries. Even then the June 1933 meeting of the Inter¬ 

national Labour Conference did little but distribute a questionnaire for 

future study. When the ILO staff introduced the idea of wage stabiliza¬ 

tion into an inquiry in 1934, Mussolini’s delegates withdrew their sup¬ 

port. The Fascist objective was to “share the misery,” not to impose 

a burden on profit by raising the wage bill. In the following year, 
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Mussolini, like Hitler before him, abandoned the ILO and international 

solutions to the employment problem. Although the ILO plodded on, 

passing special forty-hour conventions for mining, textiles, and other 

industries in 1937 and 1938, these measures were delayed and few na¬ 

tions ratified them.19 

In any case, by 1937 the opportunity for international solutions to 

the depression had long passed. Instead each nation adopted variations 

of a “beggar thy neighbor” approach to creating markets and jobs. 

Eventually the fascist solution of autarky and war economy dominated.20 

What had failed at the international level was not abandoned in the 

national arena. The British TUC continued to press for forty-hour stan¬ 

dards through the normal channels of collective bargaining. The Iron 

and Steel Trades Conference proposed four six-hour shifts and engineer¬ 

ing unions pressed throughout 1934 and 1935 for an eight-hour, five- 

day week. Managers in some modern plants, where the Saturday half¬ 

holiday proved to be unprofitable, approved the latter plan. But the 

Engineering Employers’ Federation held fast, as they had so often in 

the past, to the prevailing forty-seven-hour standard.21 Attempts of the 

Labour party to introduce a forty-hour week in municipal governments 

also met with little success.22 

One of the great anomalies of British labor in the 1930s was its 

nearly complete inability to affect national economic policy. This was 

obvious in the failure of the unions to win a forty-hour week in any 

important sector. Britain had clearly lost leadership in advancing the la¬ 

bor standard; the traditional tactic of collective bargaining was no 

longer effective. 

On the continent, the pattern was quite different. In October 1934, 

Italy established a weak forty-hour statute (with corresponding reduc¬ 

tions in pay); in June 1934, the Czechs adopted a forty- to forty-two- 

hour week with only a partial wage drop. Most important, by 1934 

both wings of the French labor movement embraced the forty-hour 

week with no change in weekly wages. In 1935, with the formation of 

the Rassemblement Populaire, the forty-hour week became the corner¬ 

stone of an antideflationary economic program. Along with agricultural 

price supports and legal encouragement of collective bargaining, the 

forty-hour week was designed to increase purchasing power. Shortly 

after the election of the Popular Front government, a wave of strikes 

forced through a forty-hour law. This legislation was not only modeled 

after the eight-hour law of 1919, but both laws shared similar origins in 

social crises. What was different was that the 1936 law was passed in 

international isolation.23 
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There were, of course, renewed efforts by the British TUC in 1936 

to revive a flagging forty-hour movement but with little impact. Ironi¬ 

cally, by 1938, the United States—a nation that had abstained from the 

1919 legislation—had adopted a forty-hour law. Yet the international 

coalescence of reform and insurgency, which had nourished the eight- 

hour movement of 1917-1920, was missing in 1936. The surprising 

support of the Italian Fascists in 1932 for an international reduction of 

worktime proved to be short-lived and was founded on wage-cutting 

principles opposed by the west European and American trade unions. 

When Hitler destroyed the German labor movement in May 1933, a 

strong supporter of international economic recovery through a work¬ 

time policy disappeared, severely weakening the prospects for the later 

success of the French Popular Front. Finally, the failures of labor diplo¬ 

macy at the ILO guaranteed an international context unfavorable to the 

reformist experiments of the Popular Front. Shop-floor or ballot-box 

victory was as insufficient in the 1930s as a similar socialist experiment 

would prove to be in the early 1980s in France. Little could advance the 

labor standard in one country in the face of an unfavorable international 

market and hostile foreign policies. 

Like the situation in 1919, the new French hours law was gradually 

implemented by bureaucratic decree. By the beginning of 1937, three 

and a half million industrial workers enjoyed the forty-hour week, and 

by September 1938, it was in theory nearly universal except in agricul¬ 

ture and the professions.24 Yet capital flight, declining productivity, and 

inflation helped to produce trade imbalances in 1937 and 1938.25 While 

labor inspectors tolerated overtime and recuperation hours, business 

opposition to the unilateral disarmament of the French economy be¬ 

came unrelenting. Even the CGT leader, Rene Belin, warned in early 

1937 that the forty-hour week would survive only if production rose. 

The collapse of the Popular Front by May 1937 led to a series of decrees 

that suspended the law. Despite protest strikes in November 1938, the 

pressure to mobilize the economy in anticipation of war undermined 

political support for the forty-hour week.26 

Although the law was officially restored in February 1946, it was 

again suspended during the reconstruction. Indeed, it remained under a 

cloud for a generation. Economists and politicians have identified it 

with the failure of the Popular Front government to revive the French 

economy on the eve of war and to prevent the German conquest in 

1940.27 Yet it is surely simplistic to blame these calamities on the forty- 

hour week. Rather it seems more reasonable to put the failure of this 

reform in context. In this century, any real improvement in a national 
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labor standard has almost always paralleled a similar change on the 

international level. This, of course, was impossible in the 1930s. 

The problem was also intellectual. Many associated the forty-hour 

week with economic Malthusianism. Of course, advocates claimed that 

the forty-hour week meant a demand-side economic recovery, an indi¬ 

rect means of deepening the home market. Supporters argued that pro¬ 

ductivity should and could increase with shorter worktime. Still, the 

concept implied a sharing of work when not much was being produced. 

It seemed to reject economic growth. The very notion of distributing 

leisure as well as goods increased this suspicion. In a context of massive 

unemployment and diminished consumption, this seemed to suggest 

the opposite of obvious economic priorities.28 

Moreover, there was a clear (and for some economists) a superior 

alternative to the reduction of worktime: government spending could 

stimulate demand. This had the advantage over the job-sharing schemes 

of the short-hours movement of not imposing on capital the burden of 

redistributing demand. Neither option was acceptable to conservative 

British Treasury officials; nor were they able to withstand the conser¬ 

vative backlash to the Popular Front in France. Nevertheless the long¬ 

term solution would be predominately the Keynesian one. In the 

United States, the Roosevelt administration blocked the thirty-hour 

bill, opting instead for a number of fiscal measures. In France, the forty- 

hour week was quietly shelved after its brief postwar revival as in¬ 

compatible with the “Battle of Production” and the Finance Ministry’s 

plan for stimulating growth. In Britain, the immediate postwar demand 

for a forty-hour week was scrapped in 1946 for a more modest forty- 

four-hour week and unions increasingly abandoned their traditional re¬ 

jection of multiple shifts. 

Holidays and the Quest for 
Leisure in the 1930s 

Whereas the forty-hour week failed in Europe, die an¬ 

nual paid vacation succeeded. The holiday could be understood as an 

alternative to the far more expensive concession of a shorter workweek. 

Yet the holiday movement was more than a consolation prize; it was the 

site of an expanded language of leisure. 

Up until 1919, few wage earners demanded extended paid leave 
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from work. To be sure, since 1911 the TUC had called for “total and 

sustained freedom from toil.” Excepting printers, miners, and railway- 

men, however, vacations had not been on the collective bargaining 

agenda in either country. Of course, a revised British Factory Act in 

1901 guaranteed minors and women the right to six holidays per year 

(which were sometimes extended to men), and regional annual shut¬ 

downs of plants that coincided with traditional festivals (e.g., Lanca¬ 

shire wakes week and the Stockton race week) carried on from the nine¬ 

teenth century. Yet these “vacations” had little in common with the 

twentieth-century movement for extended holidays. They were derived 

from traditional religious celebrations or communal fairs and sporting 

events, with the exception of the British August Bank Holiday. Seldom 

did they provide the opportunity for individual travel and escape from 

work and home environments. Moreover, they were generally uncom¬ 

pensated. Even though vacation savings schemes were common in Lan¬ 

cashire and Yorkshire textile towns, few British workers could afford to 

extend their holiday beyond a long weekend. For many, an annual shut¬ 

down—in order to refurbish machinery or because of slack sales—was 

merely a seasonal “lockout.” Of course, both French and British civil 

servants and clerks enjoyed an annual holiday of several weeks. In fact, it 

was a mark of white-collar status. For employers to discriminate against 

the production worker was perhaps justified on grounds that the clerk 

earned no overtime and that paper work could be made up after the 

vacation. For the laborer, however, the lack of a paid vacation reflected 

his low social position and, as likely, the employers’ view that the wage 

earner was incapable of benefiting from more than brief spells of rest 

away from work.29 

Only in the postwar wave of collective bargaining were paid vaca¬ 

tions granted in British railways, chemicals, printing, bootmaking, and 

mining and construction trades.30 In France in 1919, isolated groups of 

printers and bakers won a one-week paid vacation (in the latter case to 

compensate them for night work). Holidays with pay were far more 

common in central and eastern Europe. Between 1919 and 1925, legis¬ 

lation provided paid vacations in six eastern and central European coun¬ 

tries. However, demands of French miners and metalworkers in 1923 

and 1924 for a one-week vacation fell on deaf ears. In 1923, only 4 of 

144 collective contracts in France included holiday provisions. In 1925, 

vacation bills offered in French and British parliaments also failed.31 

Nevertheless, during the Great Depression, the paid vacation had far 

broader support than the forty-hour week. In July 1931, the French 
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Chamber of Deputies passed a bill providing a one-week vacation for all 

except farmworkers. Again, as had so often occurred in the past, the 

rural-dominated Senate locked the bill in committee where it remained 

until the election of the Popular Front government in 1936. In Britain, 

legislators were also relatively receptive to holiday legislation. Bills were 

repeatedly introduced, obtaining second readings in Parliament in 1929 

and 1936.32 

Although wary of legislation, employers’ reactions to the paid vaca¬ 

tion were not nearly so hostile as they had been to a shorter workday.33 

Business found that the vacation was a perquisite that could enhance 

work discipline (by denying it to workers with less than one-year em¬ 

ployment and to wage earners with bad records of absenteeism). Vaca¬ 

tions also did not necessarily threaten annual production goals: they 

often coincided with seasonal slowdowns in demand or production. 

Moreover, they reduced man-year hours by only forty to eighty rather 

than by four hundred or more as required in the shift from a forty- 

eight- to forty-hour week. Especially when holidays were taken during 

a plant shutdown, employers would not have to invest in additional 

staff or equipment.34 

Beyond these practical advantages of the vacation, the right to leisure 

was gaining legitimacy. By the early 1930s, the work science journals 

Industrial Welfare and The Human Factor were beginning to focus on 

the inadequacy of leisure opportunities. Articles noted the health and 

social potential of Fascist and Soviet leisure programs even when they 

attacked state-controlled culture.35 By July 1933, the TUC’s monthly, 

Labour Magazine, began to devote a regular column to the Workers’ 

Sports Association by George Elvins.36 

In France, the Ministry of Labor supported vacation legislation. 

Even conservatives like Deputy Duval-Arnould, an old opponent of the 

eight-hour law, favored the 1931 holiday bill, for “vacations are neces¬ 

sary in the modern world.” Managers who did not provide them were 

creating an “unfair competition between employers.”37 

The ILO helped to organize international support for the workers’ 

right to a vacation. In 1934, an associate of Albert Thomas, Louis 

Pierard, organized an International Committee on Workers’ Spare 

Time.38 By 1935, the International Labour Conference of the ILO dis¬ 

cussed the vacation question. In the next year, it passed a modest draft 

convention for a six-day paid holiday by the impressive margin of 

ninety-nine to fifteen.39 

These trends suggest a growing openness toward the idea of mass 
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leisure.40 Whereas in the 1920s social critics often feared that increased 

free time threatened cultural standards,41 by the early 1930s authors in¬ 

creasingly accepted the legitimacy of mass leisure. John C. Hammond, 

C. Delisle Burns, and Bertrand Russell proposed a progressive democ¬ 

ratization of leisure. The reduction of worktime for the masses had cre¬ 

ated a “widening of choice for the majority,” “a democratic civiliza¬ 

tion,” and a “treer and subtler community between all men,” claimed 

Burns. Rather than condemn mass entertainment, Burns argued that 

“leisure is the time for going beyond what men know of life or can say 

of it.” Russell claimed that instead of the traditional leisure class, which 

“produced a few Darwins and many fox hunters,” “ordinary men and 

women, having the opportunity of a happy life, will become more 

kindly and less inclined to view others with suspicion.”42 

A recreation rhetoric emerged in the debates over holiday-with-pay 

legislation. The vacation was necessary for self-development and to dis¬ 

cover new environments. The TUC report to the Commons in 1937 

stressed that workers needed time, not only for recovery from fatigue 

but for creating “opportunities to engage in activities and pursuits 

more satisfying to their individual inclinations than the daily routine.” 

The worker was “not merely a machine to be kept in reasonable work¬ 

ing order, but a human being with a life of his own to be lived and en¬ 

joyed.” For both clerk and blue-collar worker, “change of environment 

is absolutely necessary.” A paid holiday alone could compensate for the 

increased pace of work since the last reduction of worktime in 1919. As 

if to underscore their belief in the necessity of leisure, the TUC was 

willing to allow employers to refuse holiday pay to those who took jobs 

during their vacations.43 

The British government, however, remained a reluctant participant 

in this movement. In the fall of 1936, a vacation bill (for eight days of 

paid holiday for twelve months of employment) easily reached a second 

reading. The TUC lobbied the minister of labor. In February 1937, 

however, the government sidetracked immediate legislation by calling 

for an investigative committee led by Lord Amulree.44 Witnesses from 

employer associations stressed technical difficulties but not the vacation 

in principle.45 

The Amulree Committee’s recommendations, which became law in 

July 1938, only authorized trade boards and other statutory bodies that 

mediated wage disputes in weakly organized industries to provide holi¬ 

days with pay. In the meantime, bargaining rounds in heavily unionized 

sectors generally produced one week of paid holidays.46 By die end of 
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1938, fifty holiday agreements had been signed, raising the number of 

manual laborers with a paid holiday to four million.47 The British re¬ 

mained true to their collective bargaining tradition, although in the 

context of an international movement (and, indeed, they lagged behind 

vacation gains on the continent). 

In France, the habitual logjam of senatorial reaction was broken by 

the labor insurgency of June 1936. Along with other reforms, a two- 

week paid holiday bill was passed on June 21 with no open opposition. 

Yet the conge paye, today identified with the Popular Front, was in fact 

not part of the electoral program of 1935. It was the product of a far 

broader consensus, supported by the Catholic Right with its promise of 

family leisure.48 

Nevertheless, the idea of the workers’ holiday quickly captured the 

imagination of both the French Popular Front and the British Left. In 

the summer of 1936, Leo Legrange became the Popular Front’s under¬ 

secretary of state for sports and leisure. He not only sponsored a pro¬ 

gram of inexpensive family railroad excursions but administered the 

building of 253 sports arenas. The agricultural ministry even offered 

guided tours of Paris to young farmworkers. Still, the Popular Front 

opposed “directed leisure.” Rather, as Legrange put it, “we must make 

available to the masses all kinds of leisure which they may choose for 

themselves.”49 Voluntarism reigned in France: Paris trade unions ob¬ 

tained chateaux in the countryside for vacation visits of their members. 

Teachers’ unions organized the club, Vacations for All, which spon¬ 

sored camps and youth hostels. In March 1937, the CGT opened its 

own tourist office.50 To be sure, these efforts had limited success. As 

early as March 1937, the Popular Front’s commitment to mass leisure 

was flagging when appropriations were substantially reduced. Yet the 

concept of “democratic leisure” became an integral part of the political 

and social goals of the Popular Front.51 

British enthusiasm for leisure and tourism was even more concrete. 

By 1937, fifteen million of Britain’s forty-six million people took one or 

more weeks of holiday away from home. There was a rapid growth of 

leisure voluntarism—for example, increased membership in camping 

clubs and the immense success of Billy Butlin’s first holiday camp in 

1937. By 1939, two hundred commercial camps had emerged. More¬ 

over, there was a new interest in organized workers’ leisure: the Na¬ 

tional Savings Committee, which had been founded in 1916 to encour¬ 

age “thoughtful spending and purposive saving,” attempted to enlist 

business support for holiday savings programs.52 The Workers’ Travel 
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Association provided an array of inexpensive excursions and holiday 

camps. A few Labour-controlled towns like Lambeth organized their 

own summer camps. By 1939, central government funding was avail¬ 

able for such facilities. In July 1937, a writer in the Labour Magazine 

predicted the end ol the “beanos, the fun fairs, and the noisy makeshift 

hilarity which has done duty for the holiday of the many.” In its place 

would emerge a popular tourism, an opportunity for the exploration of 

nature, and the foundation of a new understanding between different 

trades and nationalities.53 

In Britain, there was widespread interest in spreading over the holi¬ 

day season to ease the August congestion in the seaside resorts. Still, the 

short school vacation in summer and the understandable British desire 

to flee the dirty industrial towns for a sunny beach in August made it 

unlikely that officials could woo workers into accepting a cooler and 

perhaps damper vacation in September or June.54 

The general appeal of the vacation was part of a broad international 

movement for democratic leisure. In 1938, the International Commit¬ 

tee of Workers’ Spare Time gathered government and labor delegations 

from the Western democracies. It met to counter a similar meeting held 

by the Nazis two years earlier. Its chairman, Louis Pierard, expressed 

concern about “boredom during daily rest or holidays” and the conse¬ 

quent “burst of dreary incuriosity,” which led to “unadorned idleness 

without recreation” and to vice. The solution was to train workers to 

use their leisure wisely and to provide them with a wide variety of recre¬ 

ational choices. Although delegates envied the government resources at 

the disposal of their fascist and Soviet counterparts, they were adamant 

that leisure, like freedom, was to proceed from the individual, not the 

collectivity.55 

But what did this individual want? Doubtless, he wanted mostly per¬ 

sonal experiences, rather than political education, cultural exchanges, or 

even encounters with nature. The British Federation of Miners pub¬ 

lished a pamphlet in 1938 informing members on their vacation rights. 

It featured a series of pictures of a young miner showering away the last 

of the coal dust for a week, collecting his vacation pay, packing his wife 

and two small children onto a train, and ending with a picture of the 

miner frolicking on the beach with his tots, over the title “Then a 

dip . . . Happy!” In a 1937 essay contest on the theme, “How I would 

like to spend my holiday,” British workers offered images of sea breezes 

and water and of “children burying their sleeping parents in the sand.” 

The vacation was to be a father’s gift to his family and an opportunity 
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to experience parenting outside the routine stress of the industrial 

world. The vacation was a chance for romance, chumming with child¬ 

hood mates, and simply just “letting the world go by” in a brief escape 

from the world of the clock. These strictly private images—varying 

with the infinite variety of age, family situation, and personal pro¬ 

clivity—probably reflected the aspirations of most workers.56 

Labor leaders fully recognized that individuality could be expressed 

primarily in time away from work rather than in the work experience 

itself—even if leftist intellectuals sometimes did not. However, a per¬ 

haps unsolvable problem remained: How were the humane values of 

the labor movements to be inculcated into this leisure culture—and the 

ceding of this terrain to the merchandisers to be avoided? The advocates 

of a democratic leisure recognized this problem even if they lacked the 

organization, resources, or perhaps imagination to resolve it. Ulti¬ 

mately, the contest was not between totalitarian and liberal democratic 

leisure but between “organized” and commercial leisure. For many rea¬ 

sons, the latter has generally prevailed. 

A Quest for Time and the 

Twentieth-Century Worker 

It is easy to come to the pessimistic conclusion that the 

dreams of the nineteenth-century short-hours movements remain un¬ 

fulfilled. Some may blame workers for this failure. Embourgeoisement— 

privatization and consumerism—is commonly alleged to be the culprit.57 

Yet this approach often obscures the fact of the limited political, eco¬ 

nomic, and even cultural power of those advocating reduced hours or 

creative uses of free time. It also ignores the different problems diat 

time reforms face in contemporary society. 

By the 1960s, it appeared that the era of the progressive reduction of 

worktime had ended. Despite vast increases in productivity since the 

war, little of it had been distributed as free time. And despite the grow¬ 

ing inability of the world economy to allocate goods through employ¬ 

ment, the idea of work sharing as an alternative to the dole or other 

forms of social marginization had hardly reached the policy level.58 

Moreover, the shorter-hours movement may have reached an ideo¬ 

logical impasse insofar as leisure has been defined as time to consume. 
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Rooted in the eight-hour movement, a general tendency to identify lei¬ 

sure with consumption guaranteed that wage earners would not seek 

further reductions of worktime at the cost of income. During the Great 

Depression, “Keynesian” liberals had identified shorter hours with stag¬ 

nation—as attempts to spread unemployment rather than to restore 

economic growth. As an alternative, they advocated increased con¬ 

sumption and expanded markets through fiscal policy—and, in Amer¬ 

ica especially, military spending and overseas expansion. When the 

forty-hour week became the standard in the prosperous 1960s in Eu¬ 

rope, it provided an economic balance of income and consumption. If, 

in the 1920s, growth and short hours were linked, by the 1960s they 

were disassociated.59 

Surely Albert Thomas would have been disappointed by the fact that 

time freed from work has often not produced cultural or political alter¬ 

natives. The labor movement has failed to organize and uplift the work¬ 

ing class; and the expansion of commercial leisure has undermined loy¬ 

alties to class. Not only the longer evening but the vacation has been 

depoliticized and privatized. Even if the 1960s term, “affluent worker,” 

seems inappropriate in the more sober decades that have followed, 

“class consciousness” has hardly been resurrected. George Orwell’s 

claim that consumer culture had defanged the working class in the 

1930s still rings true.60 

Surely the replacement of the long laborious workday with the pro¬ 

ductive (but eased) eight-hour shift has had other than merely happy 

results. Unintentionally, the ardent campaigns for time efficiency in the 

1920s may have contributed to the long-term process of deskilling la¬ 

bor. As the opponents of rationalization noted, work without initiative 

and interest has hardly provided a psychology conducive to the fulfill¬ 

ment of human diversity in leisure hours. 

Yet the matter is more complex than working-class “capitulation” to 

consumerism and the deskilling of labor. We must also consider the 

broader world of industrial culture, the difficulties of policy formation, 

and political power—the very issues that had frustrated advocates of the 

eight-hour day before World War I. 

Instead of progressively reducing worktime, contemporary indus¬ 

trial societies have created service and bureaucratic jobs, often without 

any clear norms of productivity or even utility, that replace manual la¬ 

bor made redundant by the machine. By the 1970s and 1980s, how¬ 

ever, even these jobs appeared to be threatened by competition, com- 
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puters, and a reduced commitment of elites to assure full employment. 

This has contributed to a rebirth of the short-hours movement through¬ 

out the industrial West. Yet few policy makers have heeded the call of 

trade unions and some economists to distribute income by sharing 

work. Perhaps industrial cultures are, as yet, unwilling to “delink” the 

distribution of goods from a “reasonable” time at labor. Even more 

likely, we are still afraid of additional leisure—at least for the other guy.61 

Moreover, as has been shown by the efforts in the early 1980s in 

Germany, the Netherlands, and France to reach a thirty-five-hour week, 

appeals to collective interest may no longer inspire individual wage 

earners as they often did before World War II. More important, the 

goal of reducing the working day may have lost that appeal that at¬ 

tracted so many to the “three eights” at the beginning of the century. 

Time lost in commuting and the marginal usefulness of, for example, an 

additional half-hour per day, may make other allocations of free time 

much more attractive. Individualized packages of free time such as addi¬ 

tional vacation, child-care leave, earlier retirement, and flextime have 

partially replaced the social ideal of a uniform reduced workweek. Yet 

the personalization of scheduling to accommodate the variety of family 

and life-course needs may appear to unions to undermine the established 

time standard and open the door to the individual labor contract.62 

The nineteenth-century quest for social time has been frustrated by 

the advent of shift work. The efforts of unions and women’s groups 

early in our century to preserve family time by opposing “unnatural” 

hours has succumbed to the logic of Lord Leverhulme, the work science 

experts, and the drive after 1945 to increase production. Although at¬ 

tempts of chain stores in Britain to extend hours to Sunday failed in 

1986, the value of social time, so long defended by the Early Shop 

Closers, is increasingly attacked as contrary to American-style consumer 

convenience. Family time has been further undermined by the growth 

of the two-income household. The nineteenth-century domestic ideal 

has been frustrated by a “domestic speedup” as worktime has encroached 

on the hours available for child care, domestic chores, and familial inter¬ 

action. Yet, again the problem is not clearly embourgeoisement: both eco¬ 

nomic pressures and women’s desire for equal opportunity have created 

this new form of time scarcity. The labor movement, which formerly 

dominated the short-hours cause, surely cannot be expected to find so¬ 

lutions without the collaboration of women’s and other groups.63 

Perhaps the greatest problem today, however, is the inability of re- 
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formers to recreate the international coalition that supported the eight- 

hour day in 1919. In some ways the generation of World War I was a 

golden age of labor internationalism—when a rough economic equality 

between industrial states existed. Even then, however, uneven political 

development (e.g., the impotence of American labor reformers and 

British fears of decline) frustrated the internationalists at the ILO. Since 

the 1920s, the opportunities for the advance of an international labor 

standard have nearly disappeared. Economic nationalism in the 1930s 

and, recently, the advent of authoritarian Third World industrial pow¬ 

ers have further undercut efforts to raise that standard in Europe. In¬ 

creased competition between oppressed Third World and Western labor 

has frustrated even those workers who have had a foothold in the state, 

limiting their ability to break with the discipline of the international 

market and to liberate time. The problem of reducing work may prove 

in the long run to have as much to do with the difficulty of recreating an 

international movement for free time as it does with the cooptation of 

consumerism. 

If any simple conclusion to this book is possible, it is that the goal of 

decreasing hours was (and remains) hard to obtain—often taking a 

generation or more of agitation, organizing, and coalition building. 

It has also required unique conjunctures—political, economic, and 

international. 

However, our analysis may suggest more. Even though the time 

problem today is very different than it was in the early twentieth cen¬ 

tury, there remain some important parallels. The long-term trend of in¬ 

dustrial economies toward growth without concomitant job creation is 

likely to produce new pressures for the reduction of work as it has so 

many times in the past. Perhaps the tendency of these economies to 

converge toward a similar labor standard may help revive an inter¬ 

national desire for shorter worktime. Free-time movements have also 

been responses to cultural needs—quests for social and family time that 

have hardly been replaced today by the pure economic compulsion to 

consume. The two-income family with its burden of wage hours is a 

likely site for the building of a new quest for time. Of course, it may be 

expressed in terms radically different from the eight-hour or “weekend” 

struggles of the late nineteenth century. This new movement may in¬ 

clude a coalition of women, labor, and other reform groups; it may well 

seek alternative allocations of life time in the pursuit of both work and 

personal and family goals.64 
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The quest for time may find still new expressions. Whether the era of 

shortening hours has ended and whether the uses of leisure will ulti¬ 

mately prove to be as disappointing as they have been to so many in the 

past remain open questions. There is an optimistic side to the historian’s 

insistence that change is slow and complex. 



Appendix 

A Brief Comparison of British and 
French Working Hours in the 
Nineteenth Century 

The difference in French and British working hours in 

the nineteenth century is a good measure of the contrasting levels of 

industrial development between the two countries. During the 1830s, 

French textile factory hours were commonly longer by two or more 

hours.1 Whereas skilled trades in Britain seldom worked more than a 

ten-hour day, their counterparts in France usually labored twelve or 

even thirteen hours. French miners at midcentury endured ten- or 

eleven-hour days, again one or two hours longer than British hewers.2 

As Table Appendix-1 illustrates, these differences persisted into the 

1890s. The imprecision and vastly different modes of data collection 

preclude an adequate and full comparison.3 Still, in 1900 for most 

French the workday stretched from at least 6:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. 

for six days a week, requiring ten or more hours of effective labor; the 

British wage earner increasingly was at work only from 7:00 a.m. to 

5:30 p.m. (for scarcely more than nine hours of labor) and had Saturday 

afternoon off. 

The comparatively long hours of the French surely were indicators of 

that nation’s relative economic backwardness and, more specifically, of a 

lack of time thrift. Both French and British observers attributed these 
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differences in worktime to the inefficient technology and less disci¬ 

plined work force of France. In turn, long hours led to reduced labor 

efficiency and made it possible for firms to avoid costly investments in 
plant or machinery.4 

The workday and week were more “porous” in France. This was 

both a cause and an effect of the long workday. In 1899, when most 

British factory workers had one or two daily breaks in a ten-hour day, 

many French textile operatives were employed for twelve hours per day 

and thus frequently required three rest breaks. The result was a work¬ 
day in France that extended from 5:00 a.m. until 7:00 P.M. Half-hour 

casse-croutes at 8:00 a.m. and 4:00 p.m. as well as an hour (or longer) 

break at noon were essential to sustain a productive work force through 

such a long day. These breaks also contributed to lost output due to 

time wasted in the frequent shutdowns, the inefficiency of early morn¬ 

ing work before breakfast, and the drinking in which workers engaged 
to compensate for the tedium of the long day.5 

Because of extended hours and frequent employment of married 

women, French managers sometimes allowed women to nurse their 

babies at work; working children played in the shop courtyard and 

napped behind machines. Progressive textile manufacturers in Lille dur¬ 

ing the Second Empire were unable to save time by persuading their 

workers to eat in the factory even when cheap food was provided. In¬ 

stead, these workers insisted on their ninety-minute lunch at home. 

Work discipline in France was particularly erratic in women’s trades like 

garment making where mothers regularly arrived as late as 10:00 a.m. 

and left as early as 5:00 p.m. because of family demands. Still, French 

miners in the 1890s also worked hours that varied inversely with coal 
prices, no matter what the official hours policy was.6 

In France, skilled and relatively well-paid artisans continued to take 

the traditional Monday holiday deep into the century. Community hol¬ 

idays and drinking clubs survived into the 1870s in regions less affected 

by industrialization. At the same time, these factors contributed to the 

low rate of productivity and the long official workday. The artisan cul¬ 

ture, of course, was well known in Britain. Although comparative re¬ 

search needs to be done in this area, Saint Monday and other forms of 

“porous” worktime surely survived longer and more widely in France 
where craft traditions persisted until the end of the century. 

At the core of the problem of long hours in France was the prevalence 

of seasonal employment. Industries affected by agriculture, weather 

conditions, and annual variations in water power depended on long 
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Table Appendix-1 Nominal Weekly Hours in British and French Industry: 
ca. 1890-1900 

BRITAIN FRANCE 

Bakers 69.8 78-96 

Brickmakers 54-69 96-108a 

Chemical workers 53-70 64.5-72 

Construction 50-55 72-48 

Foundry laborers 72-48 72-84 

Metalworkers (engineers) 53.7 63-66 

Miners (hewers) 42.5-55 51-60 

Paper workers 66-78 63 

Printers 53-54 60 

Railway workers 
Ticket agents 56-62 90-96 
Guards 64-70 96-108 

Retail clerks 81.5 66-96 

Restaurant waiters 96 101 

Sailors 72 

Textile workers 56 66-72 

Tailors 54-96 66-96 

aFor a six-month season 
Source: For British hours. Royal Commission of Labour, 1892-1894, various vol¬ 

umes; Board of Trade, Return Relating to the Hours of Employment in Various Trades (Lon¬ 
don, 1890), pp. 9, 25, 32, 54-55. For French hours, Ministere du commerce. Rapports 
sur V.application pendant I’annee . . . des lois reglementant le travail (1887), p. 14, (1888), 
pp. 39, 44, (1890), pp. 37, (1895), pp. 234; Salaires et duree du travail dans Industrie 
frangaise (Paris, 1898), 4: 95, 435, 469; La Petite Industrie: Salaires et duree du travail 
(Paris, 1893), 1: 58-62; Office du Travail, Bordereaux de salaires pour diverses categories 
d’ouvriers en 1900 et 1901 (Paris, 1902), p. 134; Conseil superieur du travail. Rapports et 
documents sur la reglementation du travail dans les bureaux et magasins et dans les petites 
industries de Palimentation (Paris, 1901), pp. 72, 79, 116; Maurice Bonneff, La Classe 
ouvriere (Paris, 1910), pp. 99-104, 112, 116, 156-67; Charles Rist, Reglementation 
legale de la journee de travail de Pouvrier adulte en France (Paris, 1898), pp. 215-20, 
242-54; Valentin Viard, La Reduction de la duree du travail de Pemploye (Paris, 1910), 
pp. 13, 22-25. 

workdays to compensate for lost time and to complete work on perish¬ 

able goods. Seasonality also characterized industries where demand var¬ 

ied during the year. Custom-made products, especially fashionable 

clothing, typically required lengthy workweeks during the rush season, 

which were followed by unemployment or short hours in the “dead 

season.” Employers sought to reduce inventory and investment by con¬ 

centrating production into brief periods during the peak of demand. 

Days worked per year varied widely even within the same trade in 
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France. Louis Blanc claimed in 1848 that many trades provided work 

only three to six months. As late as 1906, carpenters in the department 

of Alpes-Basse worked only two hundred days per year, whereas others 

in Marseilles labored three hundred. Hours per day of carriage makers 

in the 1880s varied from fourteen hours during the busy season to only 

seven or eight in winter. Sometimes this seasonality was due to work¬ 

ers, like those employed in the mines of Carmaux in the 1870s, who 

quit the mines from July to September to work the farms.8 

Again the difference with the British was relative: seasonal employ¬ 

ment and, with it, long workdays were common on British docks, the 

garment districts of London’s East End, and the gas works, for example.9 

Indeed, Table Appendix-1 reveals an extraordinary diversity of working 

hours in both countries. What clearly distinguishes twentieth-century 

workers from their predecessors is the absence of these great differences 

in worktime. 

Yet again the French problem with seasonality was certainly greater 

than in Britain. An uneven workyear was more characteristic of the 

French economy where agriculture continued to prevail over industry. 

It was also a pattern associated with France’s relatively large luxury craft 

sector. Thus, a combination of relatively late mechanization, the persis¬ 

tence of traditional work culture, and an industrial base that preserved a 

seasonal production pattern all contributed to the longer workday in 

France. These economic and cultural factors combined with a political 

regime that was slow to adopt shorter hours as a legislative goal. This, 

of course, reinforced the tendency of French industry to lag behind in 

the adoption of new technology. 
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