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INTRODUCTION


Labour and its Electorate


The continuing debate over the rise of the Labour Party and the concomitant demise of the Liberals shows little sign of abating. Each generation returns to the issue with new questions and fresh insights provoked by contemporary political developments. With the success of a militant right-wing Conservatism in the 1980s, Labour’s so-called ‘forward march’ appeared as a problematic, contingent phenomenon.1 Yet the whole notion of an uninterrupted progression hardly reflects the reality of an electoral journey that has been more of a circuitous route than it has been a straight line. It is only from the vantage point of 1945 that Labour’s progress appears certain or pre-ordained.2 Prior to this, of course, there had been the great debacle of 1931 and, after the high point of Attlee’s Government, successive electoral defeats in the 1950s encouraged fears of permanent opposition.3 As the current political situation changes – the success of ‘New Labour’ in England at the last general election, the creation of a Scottish Parliament elected under proportional representation – so new questions are posed about past events. For instance, was the Progressive Alliance between Liberals and Labour bound to dissolve? Can it be put together again?4


While there are a number of recent studies at both local and national levels which offer analyses and explanations of Labour’s rise there is, as yet, no widely accepted consensus. Was Labour already threatening the Liberals before 1914, or was Labour’s breakthrough after and due to the War? And, if so, was this the result of a radicalisation of, and increasing unity within, the working class, or was it due to a more moderate perception by trade unionists that war-time collectivism showed the State and state intervention in a more beneficial light? Did the massive rise in the electorate as a result of the 1918 Representation of the People Act explain Labour’s increased electoral support?5 On all of these questions there is no broad agreement and one recent overview offers the almost apologetic conclusion that, ‘the rise of the Labour party was still an event of considerable historical importance.’6


The emphasis in this study is upon Labour as a political entity and upon the changing electoral fortunes of Labour – at the parliamentary and especially the municipal level – in Glasgow over a forty year period. The start and end dates represent Labour’s first, tentative efforts at achieving representation in the mid 1890s, and its eventual capture of the Municipal Corporation in the 1930s. However, this was by no means a constant and steady progression but, rather, was halting and partial. Over this forty year period it went from apparent strength to almost complete annihilation and for many years appeared stuck at a level of local representation which, though significant, was well short of a majority. It is well known that Glasgow went ‘red’ in 1922 when Labour won ten of the City’s fifteen parliamentary seats. What is not so generally recognised was that the City Corporation remained resolutely ‘blue’ until 1953 when Labour only won a majority under very peculiar circumstances; the dramatic intervention of a militant Protestant party and the split within Labour’s Own ranks as the newly-disaffiliated Independent Labour Party (ILP) – the heart and soul of Labour in Glasgow – decided to stand its own candidates. Such were the conditions of Labour’s ultimate triumph. However, if securing a Labour majority in the Corporation’s palatial headquarters in George Square had been an elusive goal for Labour, once achieved it has proven to be more or less permanent.7


A study of Glasgow needs no justification. It was one of the major urban centres of the United Kingdom – the proudly proclaimed second city of the Empire – and the largest centre of population in Scotland by some way. In 1911 the population of the City of Glasgow, some 784,496 individuals, represented 16.5% of the total population of Scotland. The continuing physical expansion of the City saw the population rise to over one million after World War One and by 1931 Glasgow accounted for over one fifth of the Scottish population.8 The post-war expansion of the City’s constituencies to fifteen represented a similar proportion of Scotland’s total parliamentary seats.


Moreover, Glasgow was the ‘capital’ of industrial Scotland, where business and labour organisations tended to have their headquarters. Glasgow may have been the home of the skilled worker but, as a major urban centre, it had a complex social structure with all classes – from the very poorest to the super rich – living within its boundaries. As such it was the sort of place crucial to Labour’s long term prospects and an accurate barometer of its ambition and success. Gains made in single class constituencies like the mining seats and small towns may have provided the bedrock of Labour’s representation before 1914 but succeeding in a city with its mixed occupational and social structure was more problematic and much more significant.9


Furthermore, Glasgow has been the subject of the most intense debate within modern Scottish political historiography, the continuing ‘Red Clydeside’ controversy. The major monograph remains Iain McLean’s, The Legend of Red Clydeside, which argues that Glasgow’s radical war-time militancy was less of a reality and more the mythical construct of participants like Willie Gallacher who, as Communists, sought to bolster their own revolutionary reputations by exaggerating the significance of the industrial unrest of 1914–19.10 In addition, McLean asserts that the rise of Labour, as evidenced by its vote in Glasgow, occurred after the war and for reasons not directly related to the war – namely the politicisation of housing and rents under specific circumstances in 1922 and the shift in allegiance of Irish-Catholic voters from Liberal to Labour once the issue of Ireland appeared to have been resolved by the Treaty of 1921.


McLean’s thesis has proven remarkably influential and resilient Christopher Harvie’s history of Scotland in the twentieth century, No Gods and Precious Few Heroes, with its curt dismissal of Clydeside’s radical reputation, is clearly indebted to McLean.11 English historians of Labour, where they do pay attention to events in Scotland, also tend to rely on the same source.12 Political scientists and sociologists of modern Scotland also focus upon The Legend, even where they are in partial disagreement with it.13 Yet McLean’s revisionism has come in for sustained criticism by other historians who insist that the war-time unrest was both more prolonged and more significant than McLean allows and was also directly responsible for the post-war shift in political loyalties towards Labour.14


It is within that perspective that this study is located. However, the focus does not lie narrowly upon the war years of Red Clydeside and it is intended that, by taking a significantly longer time-span, the nature and complexity of Labour’s progress can be illustrated in sharper relief. At the same time and contrary to the arguments of McLean and McKibbin, the war can still be seen as a watershed in Labour’s political and electoral development.15 By 1914 it will be shown that, although Labour had secured itself a place in Glasgow’s political landscape, it remained very much a minor player with little prospect of becoming a majority party in either parliamentary or municipal affairs.16 Only after the War did Labour’s ambitions genuinely rise above this minority status.


Labour’s position before and after the war is also linked to the question of the suffrage. Against the now widely held view that there was no class bias in the suffrage, the study of the pre-war Glasgow electorate undertaken here indicates that the franchise system did clearly discriminate against the working class, as was intended.17 However, while supporting Matthew, McKibbin and Kay’s argument that it was the working class who suffered under the franchise restrictions, we do not accept that the passing of the 1918 Reform Act can be disentangled from the War itself.18 It may be that by 1914 a further reform of the franchise was likely but it was only as a consequence of the War that it became inevitable. Furthermore, while agreeing that the extension of the franchise was crucial to Labour’s post-war expansion, it is important not to interpret this in a mechanistic fashion, that the ‘new’ voters were simply waiting to fall into Labour’s lap, or that these electors on their own were able to completely transform the balance of political forces.19


While the basis of Labour’s appeal to voters after 1918 has been examined and debated, it is equally necessary and illuminating to examine Labour’s attitude towards the pre-war electorate. By looking at both parliamentary and local elections prior to 1914 it can be shown that Labour was ambivalent, indeed often hostile, to women and the poorer working class, the very groups most affected by the 1918 reform.20 While Labour was formally in favour of votes for all adult men and women, this did not translate into an active commitment. It is generally recognised that Labour shared a great deal of its ‘commonsense’ view of the world with Liberalism, and in many respects this shared value system was progressive and democratic.21 However, it was only partially democratic. It was based upon a view of the franchise as a qualification for citizenship rather than as a natural right. Both Liberals and Labour sought to appeal to the ‘respectable’ working man, and both were concerned with the lack of respectability among the poorer working class. Matthew et al calculate there were some 4,500,000 disenfranchised working class men before 1914 and argue that had they had the vote they would most likely have voted Labour.22 However, this can only be an assumption given Labour’s own lack of concern about the disenfranchised. Beyond the formal commitment to adult suffrage lay deep misgivings about the possible consequences of a fully democratic franchise, perhaps best summed up in Keir Hardie’s remark, ‘It is the slum vote which the Socialist candidate fears most.’23


Afraid of the supposed conservative or reactionary tendencies of the very poor and women, Labour could not grasp the prickly matter of the suffrage and make a complete democratic reform central to its outlook and practice. It was the political and social transformation of the War which effectively solved the problem for Labour by basically getting rid of it. Full employment under the war economy saw the notion of a residuum disappear, at least temporarily. The narrowing of the wage differential between skilled and unskilled and the rapid growth of the general unions shifted the balance within the labour movement away from the skilled man. The politicisation of the housing question – particularly in Glasgow – gave Labour a direct point of contact with working class women. A truly homogeneous working class may not have been made during the War, but it soon became clear that women and the poor were prepared to vote Labour after all.


Labour’s Electoral Journey, 1896 — 1936


While the detail of Labour’s electoral progress will be found in the following chapters, a summary is provided here. The concentration is on local, municipal elections since the annual contests in the city wards permit a more accurate reflection of electoral fortunes and trends than the irregular nature of general elections. Moreover, it was at the local level where Labour first made most effort and where its hopes of success were greatest.


The term Labour is used throughout as a form of shorthand. The story of ‘Labour’s’ electoral performance cannot be limited to the Labour Party alone. Apart from anything else, labour candidates predated the formation of the Labour Party. The Mid Lanark by-election of 1888 is usually taken as the obvious starting point, due to Keir Hardie’s challenge to the Liberal Party and to the formation of the Scottish Labour Party (SLP) which that campaign brought about. The SLP was a broad and loose coalition of trade unionists (especially miners), socialists, assorted radicals and land reformers, Irish nationalists and various disaffected Liberals. Despite defections and the lack of any electoral success, the SLP did maintain a political presence and gradually became a self-pronounced socialist party. The SLP associated itself with the all-British movement for labour representation which gave birth to the Independent Labour Party (ILP) in 1893 and to all intents and purposes the SLP was, and soon became formally, the ILP in Scotland.24


However, it was not until the early to mid-1890s that Labour candidates began to register actual successes, and these were in local elections, not parliamentary contests. By then the SLP/ILP had established a number of branches throughout the City and the Trades Council had become increasingly politicised. It had supported Hardie in 1888, declared itself in favour of state-regulated reforms such as the eight hour day and was a keen supporter of municipal control of services and the extension of municipal conditions. Socialists were becoming dominant on the council and the employers’ backlash of the 1890s only encouraged a political perspective.25


It was the ILP which was most closely identified with the struggle for Labour representation. This was its raison d’être. Committed to acting in and creating coalitions and alliances, but prepared to act on its own when necessary, it was the ILP which provided the thread of continuity in Labour’s electoral campaigns from the 1890s through to its eventual disaffiliation from the Labour Party in the early 1930s. In both organisational and political terms, therefore, the role of the ILP was crucial.


While, at times, the ILP would present a more definitely socialist face to the electorate, mostly it was involved in building alliances with other forces around a common programme. In Glasgow in the 1890s these other forces were the Trades Council, the Co-operators and the Irish Nationalists. Together with the ILP these formed the ‘forces of the democracy’. The term ‘democratic’ was used as commonly as that of ‘workers’ and indicates both the weakness of the ILP and trade union elements and how much wider and inclusive the perception of a labour party had to be. The Irish were an important part in this coalition and, in the figure of John Ferguson, could be said to have: played a leading role in the cause of labour representation. Released from the constraints of Home Rule that dominated Parliamentary elections, Ferguson and other nationalists were free to play a more progressive role at the municipal level. Elected to the east end ward of Calton in 1893 Ferguson became the effective leader of the labour or democratic forces on the Town Council, so much so that the first successful ILP candidates declared themselves as his ‘disciples’.26


Labour representation in Glasgow received a great fillip at the municipal poll of 1896 when all the seats, not just the usual third, fell vacant. This provided the opportunity for the forces of the democracy to establish a more coherent organisational basis under the banner of the Workers’ Election Committee (WEC). The success of this Committee saw the emergence of a more coherent and relatively numerous bloc of Labour councillors on Glasgow Town Council. This grouping, known as the Stalwarts, came to be regarded as an exemplar of Labour organisational and electoral success. However, there always had been tensions within this coalition and one by one (starting with the Co-operators) the constituent bodies withdrew until, by the mid 1900s, the ILP was left on its own and labour municipal representation had been effectively nullified.


Over a ten year period, therefore, Glasgow had gone from being a model of local Labour success, offering a possible strategy to be adopted nationally, to being regarded very much as a problem area.27 In the five or six years up to the outbreak of war, Labour’s organisational basis and electoral performance began to improve. The Trades Council became re-involved in promoting Labour candidates and, eventually, a Glasgow Labour Party was formed in 1913.28 This marked a distinct break with the older structure of the Stalwarts and the WEC and represented a distinct shift from the combined forces of the democracy to a more identifiably modern Labour movement. At the same time, however, the electoral success of this revamped Labour movement was no greater than that enjoyed by the Stalwarts in their heyday.


In the 1900s, however, the ILP faced a much more difficult task in promoting municipal control. Added to the cost of local services was the cost of statutory obligations in health and education imposed by central government. As the rates rose continuously, so a ratepayers’ reaction set in and Labour candidates suffered in the backlash. Labour’s organisational weakness was compounded by a drift in terms of policy. The ILP may have done for the single tax panacea but they had yet to replace it with anything similarly powerful.29 There was a recognition that Labour needed a ‘big issue’ to regain the initiative.30 This was achieved in the immediate pre-war years with housing, more precisely the workman’s cottages scheme popularised by John Wheatley.


The importance of the housing question to Labour’s electoral success cannot be gainsaid. This can be seen most clearly after 1918 but is also evident in the more limited context of Labour’s pre-war challenge. Wheatley’s scheme, had it been implemented, might have done little to solve Glasgow’s housing crisis but, at a propaganda level, it benefited from being straightforward, self-contained (the finance was to come from the tramway surplus), and offered a qualitatively better form of public housing than tenement flats. At the same time the popularity of the housing policy encouraged Labour’s organisational growth as a series of housing bodies, though formally non-political, were established to broaden the campaign for Wheatley’s cottages.31


The position of Labour in Glasgow in 1914 was better than it had been for some time, perhaps better than it had ever been. The Glasgow Labour Party was a more coherent body than the WEC had been (though there was a still a problem of maintaining party discipline over elected members). Labour now had a sizeable number of Councillors though these remained a minority and there was no possibility of Labour forming an administration. Yet, there were a series of elements by 1914, the bloc of Councillors, the organisation of the Labour Party and associated bodies, the political leadership provided by the ILP, the politicisation of the housing question, which together meant that Labour was well placed to respond to the unique circumstances of war-time and to exploit the new opportunities which opened up after 1918.


Electoral politics came to an end in 1914 but it was, ironically enough, during war-time that Labour made its greatest advance. As Liberalism self-destructed, industrial and community issues became the political issues of the moment and class politics dominated. This analysis is not contradicted by Labour’s poor showing at the general election of 1918 when it took only one seat in Glasgow, no better than its position in 1906 and 1910. But, from a long term perspective what is most significant about 1918 is the shift in Labour’s expectations. While local activists may have been disappointed by their showing, they now had genuine ambitions to be a major political force rather than the marginal grouping they had been for so long. Moreover, Labour’s political breakthrough did not occur in 1922 but actually prior to that in the immediate post-war local elections. As in 1896, extensions of the City boundaries saw a belated local general election held in 1920 when all seats in every ward had to be contested. Labour had secured some significant victories in 1919 but the following year it almost doubled its representation and made a Labour Council a possibility where before it had been merely a pipe dream.


Yet it was to be another thirteen years before this was achieved and the gap between Labour’s parliamentary and municipal performance is a notable one. In 1922 Labour secured a clear majority in the City’s parliamentary representation that it surrendered only in the near universal collapse of 1931. This predominance, however, stubbornly refused to replicate itself in the municipal arena as Labour appeared stuck at a level of representation which, though significant, remained some way short of a majority. What explained this was a local franchise which was significantly less democratic than the parliamentary suffrage; and the uniting of Conservatives and Liberals into an anti-Socialist alliance in municipal affairs which operated as the Moderate Party. For the most part the Moderates were very disciplined in avoiding any split votes and were successful in winning a key number of working class wards which secured their majority. When Labour did achieve an administration in 1933 it was in what appeared to be the most unpropitious of circumstances. The Party was still feeling the deadening effects of MacDonald’s treachery and the overwhelming triumph of the National Government. To make matters worse the ILP’s disaffiliation in 1932 was followed by the decision to put forward its own candidates, thereby opening up the prospect of a badly divided Labour vote. What tipped the balance, however, was the intervention of the Scottish Protestant League (SPL) which took sufficient seats and, more importantly, votes from the Moderates to allow Labour in. Thereafter, while the SPL quickly departed, Labour maintained its majority.


The Electorate in Glasgow Before 1914


Although there have been five Reform Acts on the way to a full democratic franchise, traditional political historiography tended to recognise only the first three: 1832 which gave the middle class the vote; 1867 which gave the urban working class the vote; and 1884 which enfranchised the rural working class. The two Acts of 1918 and 1928 which gave women the parliamentary vote for some reason tended not to be identified as the Fourth and Fifth Reform Acts. Neal Blewett’s seminal article on the pre-1918 franchise was responsible for questioning the assumption that the electoral system then was in no way different to present day practice. In particular his estimate that only 60% of adult males had the vote seriously questioned the democratic credentials of the pre-1918 system.32


For Matthew et al there is a clear inference to be drawn from this, which is that those disenfranchised were overwhelmingly working class and that the Representation of the People Act of 1918 provided the Labour Party with a new source of electoral support.33 Other historians are not convinced, either that the 1918 Reform can explain the rise of Labour or that those disenfranchised before then were predominantly working class. Martin Pugh accepts the findings of Blewett and agrees that the assumption, prevalent until the early 1960s, that, ‘manhood suffrage had virtually been achieved by 1900 [was] a gross exaggeration’.34 Nevertheless, he does not agree with Matthew et al that a class bias operated. Pugh points out that men could move on and off the electoral register and concludes from this that, ‘the dividing line between the enfranchised and unenfranchised was therefore much less significant than the gross numbers would suggest.’ In Pugh’s estimation the system was, despite any flaws, ‘broadly representative’; the electorate was comprised in the main of working class voters who were only slightly less represented than the middle class.35 Duncan Tanner makes essentially the same argument. The Conservatives may have enjoyed a slight benefit from the workings of the Edwardian electoral system but there was no major bias against any social group; the discrimination in the system was against women and younger adult men who were not householders in their own right.36


However, if the working class dominated the Edwardian electorate this did not translate into working class political predominance. Pelling has estimated that prior to 1914 only eighty-nine constituencies, which returned ninety-five MPs, were ‘predominantly working class in character’.37 A higher figure has been given elsewhere which estimates 25% of UK seats prior to 1914 as ‘dominated by working class and mining groups’.38 In Scotland a recent exhaustive study of the electoral system by Dyer has found that the industrial areas were still under-represented in numbers of seats even after the redistribution of 1885.39 More significantly, however, this study also argues that the system was biased against the working class: the year-long residential qualification particularly affected the population of dynamic urban and industrial areas; the lodger franchise allowed the qualification of the sons of wealthy householders but not working class single men who were unlikely to be able to afford a room with a £10 annual rental or, given the desperate overcrowding of the industrial areas, expect to have a room for their exclusive use; and the disqualification for non-payment of rates, exemption from rates or receipt of poor relief also accounted for a considerable number of men not appearing on the electoral register.40


These last exclusions are referred to as the ‘poverty clauses’ which draws our attention to the simple fact that it was the poorer members of society who were least likely to have a vote. This is not to say that all unskilled or labouring men did not have a vote – they could still qualify – but that the rules and regulations of the electoral system were stacked against them. In order to substantiate this viewpoint, however, it is necessary to look at the pre-war electorate in Glasgow in some detail.


It is widely recognised that, prior to 1918, enfranchisement rates of adult males varied widely between different types of constituency. Broadly speaking County divisions had higher levels of enfranchisement than Burghs: in England & Wales in 1911 the proportions were 69.9% and 58.8%, and in Scotland enfranchisement was lower with rates of 62.5% and 57.3% respectively.41 Dyer points out that in Scotland the real difference lay between rural and urban areas generally with much lower levels of enfranchisement in the urban industrial areas. Giving estimates for circa 1900 Dyer shows that on average 56% of adult males qualified for the vote in Burgh constituencies: but whereas the Border Burghs enjoyed 70% enfranchisement the figures for Glasgow and Dundee were 51% and 50% respectively. Individual constituencies were even lower: on Clydeside four of Glasgow’s seven divisions had rates below 50%, as did three of Lanarkshire’s constituencies: Greenock had the lowest level of enfranchisement at only 41%.42


The most interesting differences for our purposes, however, lie within Glasgow itself. Table 1 below gives the rates of enfranchisement in 1911 for the seven parliamentary divisions of the City.















	

Table 1:  Enfranchisement rates, Glasgow Parliamentary Divisions, 1911.









	 

	

Proportion of Adult males









	

Divisions




	

Enfranchised









	

No. 1 Bridgeton




	

43.7









	

No. 2 Camlachie




	

48.7









	

No. 3 St.Rollox




	

57.5









	

No. 4 Central




	

75.6









	

No. 5 College




	

52.0









	

No. 6 Tradeston




	

50.0









	

No. 7 Blackfriars & Hutchesontown




	

48.3









	

Total for all Glasgow




	

53.9












At the extremes lie Bridgeton, in the East End, and Central, which comprised the business heart of the City, and whose exceptionally high figure can be explained by the large number of plural votes which could be exercised there. Even without Central the variation in rates is interesting; but if we then delve deeper into the levels of enfranchisement operating in the smaller municipal wards the contrasts are much more dramatic.


The explanation for the differences in enfranchisement revealed in Table 2 lie in the economic and social make up of the different areas of the City. The two wards which stand out as having the highest rates by far – Exchange and Blythswood – constituted the commercial heart of Glasgow. They were also the two smallest wards and were the preserve of the City’s business community. Though Blythswood (Glasgow’s early West End) still housed a bourgeois element, the electorate there and in Exchange bore little relation to the actual resident population. The astronomical levels of enfranchisement can only be explained by plural votes. Put simply, there were more electors in these two wards than there were men of all ages: in Blythswood in 1911 the ratio was almost two to one.43















	

Table 2:  Enfranchisement rates, Glasgow Municipal Wards, 1911.









	 

	

Proportion of adult males









	

Wards




	

enfranchised









	

No. 1 Dalmarnock




	

46.9









	

No. 2 Calton




	

38.9









	

No. 3 Mile End




	

46.7









	

No. 4 Whitevale




	

50.9









	

No. 5 Dennistoun




	

67.5









	

No. 6 Springburn*




	

48.1 (50.2)









	

No. 7 Cowlairs*




	

57.5 (57.5)









	

No. 8 Townhead




	

54.2









	

No. 9 Blackfriars




	

51.6









	

No. 10 Exchange+




	

282.9









	

No. 11 Blythswood+




	

272.0









	

No. 12 Broomielaw+




	

67.3









	

No. 13 Anderston




	

53.4









	

No. 14 Sandyford




	

57.3









	

No. 15 Park




	

65.0









	

No. 16 Cowcaddens




	

36.8









	

No. 17 Woodside




	

58.6









	

No. 18 Hutchesontown




	

47.1









	

No. 19 Gorbals




	

46.6









	

No. 20 Kingston




	

55.3









	

No. 21 Govanhill*




	

66.4 (49.2)









	

No. 22 Langside**




	

86.7









	

No. 23 Pollokshields**




	

85.2









	

No. 24 Kelvinside**




	

83.9









	

No. 25 Maryhill**




	

56.6









	

No. 26 Kinning Park**




	

54.0









	

*= those wards partly outwith Glasgow Parliamentary Burgh. figures in parentheses give the rate for the area within the Parliamentary Burgh.


** = those wards totally outwith Glasgow Parliamentary Burgh


+ = those wards with a particularly high plural voting element.












Nowhere else was the plural vote so evident, though the other wards which together with Exchange and Blythswood made up the Central Division – Anderston, Sandyford and Broomielaw – would have had a significant plural element since they all at least bordered the business area. This was particularly so with Broomielaw which was very much in the City centre and which, though it had a relatively high enfranchisement level of over 67%, was definitely one of the ‘poorer class districts’ of Glasgow.44 It is hardly surprising that Central should have been the only solid Conservative seat in Glasgow.45


Langside, Pollokshields and Kelvinside all enjoyed enfranchisement levels of over 80% and in these cases this did reflect their social composition. These wards were the residential areas of Glasgow (especially the last two) and were situated outside the boundaries of the Parliamentary Burgh. The first two lay to the south of the city while Kelvinside (which was where the University was relocated to from the High Street) was the new West End of Glasgow. Kelvinside was seen as being the home of the more anglicised, newer wealth, while Pollokshields represented the more douce and respectable Scottish bourgeoisie.46 These were the districts where the businessmen of the city tended to live, and given that many of them chose to exercise their franchise elsewhere the true enfranchisement rate was likely to be significantly greater than these already high rates.


The other wards which can be categorised as having high levels of enfranchisement were Dennistoun, Park and Govanhill. Park was famed as a rich district, dominated by the great houses overlooking Kelvingrove Park. At the same time it was more mixed than the suburbs since it was bounded on one side by Kelvinside and on the other by the working class areas of Anderston, Sandyford, Woodside and Cowcaddens. Similarly Dennistoun – this ‘bourgeois Ward’47 – had a strong middle class presence in its centre but also had a working class population overlapping with Townhead and Whitevale.


Govanhill is an especially interesting case. Commonly identified as an ‘artisan’ ward48 it lay partly within and partly outwith the Parliamentary Burgh and the enfranchisement rates between the two parts are significantly different. To the North Govanhill was bounded by Gorbals and Hutchesontown and was part of the Blackfriars & Hutchesontown Division. This section of the Ward had less than 50% enfranchisement Govanhill became more residential to the South where it was bounded by Langside and, given the overall rate of over 66%, this part of the Burgh must have had a level of enfranchisement more akin to the suburban wards. Of added interest is that Govanhill was the only Ward with a high level of enfranchisement which returned a Labour candidate before 1914 – in the municipal election of 1911. In none of the others, with the exception of Dennistoun, did Labour even bother to stand.


The remaining wards (two-thirds of the total) were largely working class and situated in all parts of the City: North, South, East and West.49 The enfranchisement rates for all seventeen were below 60% while seven of these were actually below 50% and two fell under the 40% mark. Though there was no immutable demarcation between these wards we can make a general distinction between ‘artisan’ and ‘poorer’ working class areas, which were the descriptive categories employed by Glasgow’s Medical Officer of Health. Broadly speaking those wards with rates higher than 50% were artisan or skilled areas while those below were poor or unskilled. Thus Sandyford, Woodside, Maryhill, Kingston and Kinning Park were regarded as artisan as were Townhead, Cowlairs and Springburn which were largely dominated by railway engineering. Cowlairs and Springburn were often regarded as one and the same though there was a noticeable difference between their levels of enfranchisement.


Wards which can be categorised as poor or unskilled were Cowcaddens, Calton, Hutchesontown, Dalmarnock, Anderston and Gorbals, and the first two in particular reveal this in their enfranchisement rates. Blackfriars would also fit into this category containing, as it did, some of the worst of Glasgow’s housing stock around the High Street, but it was also an area of small businesses and likely had a greater plural voting element than the rest. Whitevale and Mile End together comprised the East End Division of Camlachie and though recognisably ‘poor’ in many ways also had a more diverse social profile: Whitevale bordered bourgeois Dennistoun and Mile End stretched out further East to the engineering districts of Parkhead and Shettleston which only became part of the Glasgow Municipal Burgh in 1912.


This rough, descriptive guide to the social structure of the Wards is ragged at the edges with a degree of overlap, particularly between working class areas. However, it does confirm a commonsense view of Glasgow and correctly identifies both the extremes and broad trend of enfranchisement rates. Thus the phenomenally high rates in the business wards of Blythswood and Exchange are obviously due to the plural vote and neither they nor the high rates in the middle class, residential wards are unexpected. At the other end of the scale Cowcaddens was renowned as a ‘slum area’ and its low rate is just as clearly understood. However, it is possible to go beyond mere description and make a more statistically verifiable analysis relating adult male enfranchisement rates in the wards to social indicators such as health and housing conditions. This is detailed in the Appendix and reveals a positive correlation in every instance, supporting the argument that enfranchisement was linked directly to class and status.


Our discussion so far has been at a general level but it is possible to look at the complexion of the working class electorate (or part of it) in a little more human detail through the membership of Glasgow Trades Council. The Trades Council was by no means representative of the whole working class but its delegates do provide a ‘sample’ of the organised make workforce, precisely that element we would expect to find on the electoral register.


In 1911 the membership of the Trades Council numbered 287, which included five women. Of the 282 men, 205 were traced to addresses within Glasgow Municipal Burgh and, of this figure, only 113 and 114 appeared on the electoral register in each of the two years 1910–11 and 1911–12; an enfranchisement rate of 55%, only slightly greater than the rate for Glasgow as a whole. The proportion of delegates appearing on the register in both years was 45% while the figure for those appearing in either year was 66%. Even taking this higher figure leaves out a significant element of what must have been not only the most organised but also the most politically aware section of the working class.


Even within this group of activists, however, there were variations. If we take the Amalgamated Society of Engineers (ASE) and the Municipal Employees’ Association (MEA) as, respectively, a skilled union and a general union, we can see a marked difference in their enfranchisement levels. The ASE had fourteen delegates representing seven branches on the Trades Council, and the MEA had thirty-six delegates representing twenty-two branches. Of the ASE members, eleven lived within the Municipal Burgh and, of these ten were on the electoral register on either of the two years. Of the MEA members twenty-five could be traced of whom sixteen appeared on the register on either year. The difference in enfranchisement rates between the two Unions in the two years were 30% and 18%. These numbers are quite small (though the MEA accounted for an eighth of total Council delegates) but they do indicate a tendency for skilled workers to be more likely to have the vote than the unskilled. In fact the actual gap between skilled and unskilled was likely to have been much more since the greater number of MEA members who appeared on the register actually had some sort of skill, and only four could be regarded as simply unskilled.50


Table 3 summarises this information. By examining the electoral register over two consecutive years we can clearly see the tendency for individuals to move on and off the voters’ roll. Given this it could be argued that the number appearing on the register in either of the two years, the higher figure, was the more representative since it indicates the true number of those likely to qualify as electors.51 However, the fact remains that the number with the vote in any single year was significantly less and this was due to the requirement to register for the vote and was a problem faced by everyone who otherwise qualified to vote. As Matthew et al have commented, ‘It is hard to disagree with the Liberal agents … that mass disqualification was inherent in the occupation franchise. It is hard, also, to avoid the conclusion that is precisely why it was there.’52




Table 3:  Glasgow Trades Council Delegates and the Franchise, 1911.
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Anyone, be they a middle class businessman, shopkeeper, boilermaker or labourer, could lose their vote temporarily through moving house, but it is clear that it was the poorer, unskilled sections of the working class who suffered most from registration difficulties.53 As with our figures for the Municipal Wards, the above information on the Trades Council shows that different sections of the male population – who can be identified on a class and status basis – experienced significantly different enfranchisement levels. The differential that existed between the middle class and working class was then repeated within the working class itself.


Labour and its Constituency: Respectability versus Residuum


Recognition of this disparity between ‘artisan’ and ‘poorer class’ areas brings us directly to the question of Labour’s own attitude towards the franchise. At a formal level Labour was committed to full adult suffrage but it is clear that the extension of the franchise did not present itself as a pressing issue. Writing in the mid-1890s on the task confronting the ILP, Keir Hardie remarked, ‘There is no need now to fight the battle of the franchise. Our fathers did that and today only the details remain to be adjusted.’54 Matthew et al see in this evidence of Hardie’s ‘complete naiveté about electoral statistics’, yet it seems highly unlikely that Hardie and other Labour leaders were simply ignorant of the operation of the franchise system and its inbuilt biases against the poor. The major reason why the leadership of the movement for independent labour representation could have accepted such an undemocratic arrangement was because they shared sufficiently in the notions of ‘citizenship’ and ‘respectability’ around which the reformed order had been created.


Under the pre-1918 franchise system the vote was not a natural right but a mark of citizenship, a trust which had to be earned. As T.H. Marshall, in his classic account of ‘Citizenship and Social Class’, has put it, ‘… the political franchise was not one of the rights of citizenship. It was the privilege of a limited economic class, whose limits were extended by each successive Reform Act.’55 It was not the radical, Painite view of the vote which triumphed in Britain but the Whig perspective of gradual, incremental reform whereby the suffrage was granted to various classes or groups in society as each in turn proved themselves capable of exercising the franchise responsibly. As such it was just as important, if not more so, to calculate who would be excluded from the system.56


In the campaigning over the Second Reform Act in 1867 it is not the case that the working class Reform League saw itself as being forced into accepting the proposals of the middle class Reform Union in order to secure half a loaf. The Reform League itself was, at best, uncertain about manhood suffrage and much more comfortable with the notion of household reform and continuing exclusion of the poor.57 Once an independent labour and socialist movement emerged toward the end of the century, this ambivalence towards the vote and the poor remained. Those without the vote did not have sufficient power and influence to create a demand for further reform in their own right; to a great extent the voteless were invisible. Hardie and the proponents of independent labour were in competition with the Liberals for the votes of the respectable working man; both groups were concerned about the lack of political intelligence among the poor and had no interest in further extensions of the franchise.


Respectability was not simply a piece of false consciousness foisted upon the working class but was part of the lived experience of the working population. Respectability had many connotations which affected the whole household and not just the individual male worker. It can be seen as having been particularly onerous on wives and mothers as they were forced to ‘keep up appearances’ through the unremitting toil of housework and ensuring the physical cleanliness and ‘respectability’ of the home and family58. It was always possible for a labourer and his family to be respectable but it was undoubtedly easier for a skilled tradesman with his better pay and more regular earnings to aspire to and achieve the desired status.


While respectability was not necessarily exclusive it was, nevertheless, defined in relation to something else, to an altogether more parlous state – that of the poor, the lumpen proletariat, the thriftless, the slum-dweller. In the 1900s the generic title of the ‘residuum’ became common currency but if the label was new the phenomenon to which it referred was not. Similarly, as middle class efforts to draw distinguishing lines between sections of the working class (the deserving and undeserving poor) were not new, neither was it new for the working class itself to draw distinctions, and both resounded in pejorative, moralistic terms. As Smout has pointed out, the reason why, ‘Respectability was a divisive element within the working class’, was because, ‘it gave a moral dimension to the craftsman’s feeling that he was a cut above the labourer in more than just his level of skill.’ In terms of suffrage reform,


There is no doubt that most working class radicals and trade union leaders revelled in their reputation for respectability in the third quarter of the nineteenth century, and they were not at all averse to the Gladstonian idea that by their manifestly excellent qualities they had ‘won’ the vote.59


Joan Smith has argued that Liberal values were not simply opinions held by significant individuals but were part and parcel of the ‘commonsense’ of the industrial working class of Glasgow. This view of the world encompassed beliefs in free trade, democracy, freedom of small nations, and hostility to landlordism and the House of Lords. Intrinsically connected to such beliefs were the societies people joined, ‘the friendly society branches, the cooperatives, and the trade union branches.’ In Glasgow socialism, and particularly the ILP, had a Liberal inheritance and there was much that was progressive about that tradition. However, the inheritance was not made available to everyone and its implications were ambivalent, to say the least, when applied to the whole of the working class. ‘In Glasgow skilled working [men] … were Liberals by conviction, but they could also afford to be Liberals.’60


In Glasgow the manufacturing sector was dominant, reflecting the City’s central position within the wider Clydeside region and its integrated economic structure of shipbuilding, metalworking, steel making and coal mining.61 In particular the late nineteenth and early twentieth century growth of engineering, tool-making and metalworking – inextricably linked to shipbuilding and marine engineering – with their reliance upon skilled workers, ‘explained the male-dominated, craft-based cultural landscape within large areas of Glasgow.’62 The industrial structure was much broader than this – even after decades of decline, textiles and clothing still accounted for over 18,000 of the occupied male labour force in 1911. Non manual occupations were also significant, with over 12,000 male clerks in the City.63 However, in comparison with other cities, Glasgow had a very low proportion of professional and middle class occupations. It was manufacturing which predominated with almost seven out of ten workers of both sexes employed in this sector. Furthermore, skilled men were found outwith the metal working trades, for instance in furniture and printing.64


But, if Glasgow was the home of the skilled man, it was also the domicile of the unskilled and casual worker. Treble has estimated the pre-war unskilled male workforce as comprising some 27% of the total occupied male population. It is impossible to be exact since the census list of occupations contain some with gradations of skill which cannot be disaggregated and a number of youths would have gone on to other, apprenticed trades. Even if this figure is something of an overestimate, it still gives us some indication of the extent of poverty within the working class of Glasgow. Given average wages in these occupations of between 16s (80 p.) and 24s a week (£1. 20p.) and, as such, ‘… it is impossible to argue that the majority of the families of unskilled workers must have lived at or below the poverty line if they depended solely upon the income of the head of household.’65 The poverty line was usually regarded as ‘around about a pound a week’, and this was the figure which the Glasgow Presbytery Commission on Housing focused on in 1890.66 Two decades later there were still many men earning this amount: wages of women and young people were even less.


Poverty, however, was not just an absolute but a relative matter. The labourer worked beside, and for, the skilled man and the most immediate reference point for both were the wages of each other. Wage rates varied widely, even amongst skilled workers in the same trade, but the major differential lay between the tradesmen and their labourers. According to figures collated by the Board of Trade, in 1905 weekly rates for skilled men in engineering ran between 36s. 1.5d. (£1. 80.5p.) and 41s. 9d. (£2. 8.75p.) while labourers received a mere 18s. (90p.) Seven years later the wage rates of most workmen, though not all, had increased but while the skilled trades in engineering had experienced an average rise of 8%, their labourers had gone up only 6%.67 Similar patterns were identified in other industries and it would appear that the differential had been getting steadily wider for some time; in 1886 the hourly rate of a carpenter’s labourer was equivalent to 63.3 per cent of the carpenter’s, while in 1906 it was equivalent to only 60.5 per cent.68


The whole question of the poor in Glasgow was complicated by the existence of a large Irish-Catholic community. While the Irish may not have been concentrated in particular ghettos, as in Liverpool, they were by no means evenly distributed throughout the city. When Russell made his fourfold classification of Glasgow in the 1880s the proportion of Irish-born in the four Groups reflected worsening social conditions. With a City-wide average of 13% Irish born, there were only 7% in Group One but fully 20% in those areas which comprised Group Four which, in Russell’s own words, ‘will be at once recognised as the worst districts of Glasgow, both morally and physically.’69 Similarly, the Irish tended to be concentrated in certain, low-paid occupations. Where the unskilled sector identified by Treble accounted for 27% of all male workers, it employed 44% of Irish male workers. Given that this figure refers only to Irish-born and not the overwhelming majority of the ‘Irish’ population who were actually born in Scotland, it would hardly be overstating the case that particular jobs – all in the unskilled sector – were largely the preserve of Irishmen.70


A racial divide did therefore operate within the Glasgow working class, between artisan and labourer. However, the strength of socialist and labour support for Irish Home Rule and the extent of Irish involvement within the labour movement meant that relations, at least before the 1930s, never deteriorated to the sectarian level of Liverpool.71 At the same time perceptions of the Irish community gave an extra twist to discussion of the residuum who could be identified not only by individual failings but also through cultural and racial stereotyping. For instance the Rev Donald McLeod, a member of the Glasgow Presbytery Commission, drew a distinction between Highland and Irish immigrants and made a clear connection between the latter and ‘drunkenness and self-producing poverty.’72


The nature of Clydeside’s heavy industry – with its reliance upon international export markets – made it particularly vulnerable to peaks and troughs of the trade cycle. Shipbuilding was particularly volatile and the dependant relationship of one industry upon another meant that unemployment and short-time working was a common experience for both skilled and unskilled. In addition the multiplier effect meant that a slump in the heavy, capital goods sector would resonate into all the other sectors of the economy. This, in turn, would further compound the permanent problem of casual and seasonal labour.73 In the first decade of the twentieth century Glasgow experienced two cyclical downturns, in 1903–5 and again in 1907–10, the latter being particularly acute. The Trades Council calculated, on the basis of a survey of one third of its own membership, an unemployment rate of 19.3% in 1908. However, given that the Council’s information excluded, ‘entirely the non-unionists in the skilled trades, and the labourers, who are mostly unorganised’, this was likely a gross under-estimate.74


For Glasgow Trades Council, ‘Unemployment is really the question of the day’, a position which reflected the reality not just of one bad year but consistently high levels of unemployment.75 Both Treble and Smith have drawn attention to the radicalising impact of this experience. For Smith the campaign which brought 35,000 onto the streets of Glasgow in support of an ILP-led ‘Right to Work’ demonstration directed against a Liberal Government was critical in the politicisation of the working class. The campaign had originated with the Social Democratic Federation (SDF) but the leading role ultimately was taken by the ILP and Trades Council with the latter recommitting itself to electoral work and beginning the process which would result in the formation of the Glasgow Labour Party a few years later.76


Significant as this was in resuscitating Labour’s local political fortunes, it was not, as we shall see in the following chapter, sufficient to break Liberalism’s hegemony. While the unemployment issue is important in reminding us of the common, shared experiences of the working class it could not, on its own, provide a long-term political rallying point and unifying cause. Apart from anything else, the reality of unemployment was felt differently by different workers. The skilled man, with his union and friendly society benefits, was always able to insulate himself to an extent, though a longer-term crisis such as that of 1907–10 and, even more significantly, the long depression of the inter-war years, saw this capacity stretched to breaking point. For the unskilled, the impact was immediate; in the words of the Charity Organisation Society, ‘it is the unskilled and casual labour that suffers first in a season of depression.’77 Once laid off, such workers had little or no organisational support; since, as Treble reminds us, ‘levels of unionisation among the unskilled were very low in Scotland.’78 Moreover, once trade union organisation and membership among the unskilled and even women workers began to expand dramatically during the ‘labour unrest’ of 1910–14, this produced no immediate political benefit to Labour79 Of course, it remained the case that under the pre-1918 franchise, neither women workers nor many poorer male workers would have been able to vote Labour even if they had wanted to.


Labour and the Suffrage


If one force could have cut the Gordian knot which so bedevilled the cause of suffrage reform it was the Labour and socialist movement. This is not to say that Labour would have enforced a measure of reform on its own but, had it turned its formal declaration of universal suffrage into a campaigning commitment, it could have significantly altered the balance of forces on this issue and, possibly, many others. The British Labour movement’s inactivity is quite remarkable compared to countries such as Sweden or Belgium where series of general strikes were called between 1886 and 1913 in an attempt to win the franchise.80 Moreover, while Britain has always emphasised its democratic credentials, these, in fact, did not compare very favourably with other capitalist societies. Britain being, ‘among the last of the industrial nations to grant unencumbered universal male suffrage.’81 Rather than give a lead, Labour reacted to the women’s suffrage movement.


It was only when women began to agitate forcibly for the vote that Labour rediscovered the inequities of the existing franchise. For instance, at the very first conference of the STUC in 1897 a resolution in support of equal votes for women was passed, only to be reversed the following year in favour of universal adult suffrage.82 A similar pattern was repeated at both the TUC and the Labour Party; as soon as a women’s suffrage resolution was raised, an adult suffrage motion was passed in response. It was clear to women suffragists and their male supporters that this was primarily a blocking manoeuvre rather than a deeply held principle. Indeed, Keir Hardie was moved to threaten his resignation from the Labour Party in 1907, but to no avail.83 Eva Gore Booth, active among the women textile workers of the North of England, remarked bitterly upon Labour’s hypocrisy over adult suffrage:


their position is absolutely indefensible. They have built up the whole of the Labour party on what they are pleased to call a property qualification, a qualification that, according to their own often repeated statement, no democratic person could accept or even compromise with as a temporary instalment of justice. … In fact they have eaten their cake and enjoyed and digested it; it is only when a hungry beggar asks for a slice that they find it is poisonous.84


The logic of Labour’s position was that a limited women’s franchise would operate against its own interests since those likely to be given the vote would be upper and middle class women. Socialist advocates of women’s suffrage argued the contrary and a series of surveys indicated that the majority of women ratepayers (the group who already had the local franchise and would qualify for the parliamentary vote under a women’s bill) were in fact working class.85 However, such statistical evidence was not sufficient to alter the ingrained belief among socialists and trade unionists that votes for women would simply translate into votes for Conservatives. There was some truth to this given the higher levels of female municipal electors in suburban middle class areas but, even more damaging, was the widespread perception that the existing women municipal voters were inherently anti-Labour.86


Ultimately the Labour Party and the non-militant women suffragists of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS) did come to a political and electoral arrangement before the War. At its Annual Conference in 1912 Labour reiterated its support for adult suffrage but declared unacceptable any Bill that did not include women. This was sufficient for the NUWSS, frustrated by Liberal convolutions and worried by Asquith’s proposed manhood suffrage bill, to establish a fund with which to campaign for Labour candidates at by-elections. The Labour conference in 1913 then went further by confirming it would actually oppose a franchise bill that did not include women.87 Although it has been argued that this decision by Labour made reform inevitable, it is impossible to be certain what Labour might have done had the Liberals been able to put a manhood suffrage bill before parliament. However, the alliance between suffragists and Labour, disrupted by the outbreak of war, came together again in 1916 once the Speakers’ Conference to deal with reform was established. The irony for suffragists was that having campaigned tirelessly for votes for women on the same terms as men, they accepted a proposal which clearly discriminated against women, out of fear of losing their chance to secure any reform. Labour, rather than throwing its weight behind full adult suffrage, went along with the NUWSS.88


Writing in 1906 in support of votes for women, Hardie argued that while full universal suffrage would take over twenty years to achieve, adult male suffrage could be achieved more or less for the asking.89 One can hardly avoid asking why, if it was so easy, nobody ever bothered to ask. In detailing the process of electoral reform, Pugh has pointed out the very limited role played by the Labour Party, both before 1914 and during the War. Contrary to possible expectations, Labour never pressurised the Liberal Governments of 1906 to 1916 over reform, and this mirrored the Party’s preoccupation with consolidating its existing areas of support:


… the party’s immediate interest lay in the organised, politically aware sections of the working class already on the parliamentary register; nothing was as yet to be expected from domestic servants living with their employers or labourers residing with farmers who bulked large among the unenfranchised, or indeed from many industrial workers in areas in which, in Ramsay MacDonald’s words, “poverty and degradation are of the worst type”.90


But it was this ‘type’ which gave Labour most cause for concern and was the reason behind its indifference to suffrage reform. The ambivalence if not outright hostility of the politically conscious worker towards the poor can be traced back to the mid-Victorian period. While Glasgow Trades Council supported manhood suffrage it nonetheless welcomed the Second Reform Act. The Council’s Secretary, George Newton, wrote to Lord Elcho in 1866, attempting to assuage his fears of the likely consequences of reform:


I am not aware that any body has proposed enfranchisement without a residential qualification, with this proviso no scum would be entitled at any time, they do not live in any one house long enough to qualify, so there need be no anxiety about them.91


Such attitudes continued and were expressed even by the likes of Keir Hardie. Writing in 1895 during his first stint at Westminster as ‘member for the unemployed’, Hardie referred specifically on the need to discipline the ‘loafers’ or ‘work-shy’ who were seen as contaminating the ranks of the genuinely unemployed: ‘Treat them as you will and, above all, see that it is made impossible for them to propagate their species.’92 It is not the case that the poor were denied a vote through any sort of caste or apartheid system – contemporary references to the slum vote are testimony to its existence.93 But the slum dwellers were perceived as a problem and, like the women municipal electors, could often be blamed for poor results. A municipal defeat in Bradford brought forth this diatribe from the Labour candidate; ‘… bitter, intolerant, unsympathetic and insolent, prone to live on charity rather than on the rights of manhood and womanhood … not until the death rate, the insanitation and the horrible mode of life are changed, shall we ever see the South Ward of Bradford taking an intelligent interest in the things mostly concerning it.’94


Contained within the above is a political perspective whereby the conditions that gave rise to the depravities of the residuum were to be reformed, but the slum dwellers were not to be part of their own transformation. This was a common, if not prevalent, attitude within labour and socialist opinion. Both the Majority and Minority Reports of the Royal Commission on the Poor Laws in 1909, (the latter drafted by Sidney and Beatrice Webb and signed by George Lansbury), were ‘as one in their support for the forcible segregation of those inefficient parasitical elements, the so-called residuum, who were deemed to be incapable of improvement’ 95 Furthermore, when practical reforms were being formulated, the poor could be simply left out. Thus George Carson, Secretary of the Trades Council and ILP town councillor, argued that if Glasgow Corporation was to build houses, it should not do so for the improvident poor but the ‘respectable low wage earners.’96
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