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PREFACE


It was a small group – no more than forty – and its advance up La Trobe Street from Victoria’s State Library was slow and self-conscious. A few marchers sang out the chorus of ‘Solidarity Forever’, only to lapse into a slightly embarrassed silence. A chant rose up, and then subsided. The wind blew hard.


On Russell Street, the Eight Hour Monument loomed now in the autumn sunshine: a granite column, rising thirty-eight feet; a golden rectangular frame, enclosing the figures ‘888’; a gilt globe, marked with the words ‘Rest, Labor & Recreation’. It was 21 April 2023. This was the anniversary of the eight-hour day.


One after another, speakers climbed the stone steps at the base of the plinth to remember a past victory and to rededicate themselves to the cause. But the noise of the traffic was loud and the amplification inadequate, so that it was hard to make out the words. A truck driver leaned out the window, trying to catch the message: what was going on? An office worker strode past, scowling at the blocked footpath.


As a grey-bearded academic from the University of Melbourne, and a halting public speaker, I had been approached to chronicle the movement’s history. Hand-written notes, clutched tight in my hand, summarised a glorious past. Melbourne’s stonemasons had walked off the job for an eight-hour day on 21 April 1856. A vast social movement had extended that standard across colonial society. Decades in advance of working people in Europe and North America, Australian employees enjoyed a forty-eight hour week, spread out over six days. A succeeding struggle, less remembered, had won a half-day holiday on Saturdays and then the modern weekend. From the first days of 1948, Australian employees worked a standard week of only forty hours.


Commemoration has always been blended with critique. At the unveiling of the Eight Hour Day Monument in 1903, radical unionists had even advocated the cause of the six-hour day. It was therefore consistent with the tradition established by the pioneers to question the justice of prevailing arrangements. Today, a large minority of Australians work very long hours: much longer than the forty-eighthour week. Many are employed precariously: unsure whether and when they will be needed, counting their irregular hours and changing pay cheques from week to week. Australian women participate more fully in the labour market than ever before. Still, they continue to shoulder the vast bulk of domestic burdens, and they are increasingly frustrated by the inequities of an exhausting double shift.


The assembled crowd nodded their heads. In truth, most were well acquainted with the story and with the arguments. But the truck driver moved off as the lights changed to green and the office worker’s scowl was not transformed into any gesture of recognition. I hurried to a peroration, for I had to make my own way back to campus to deliver a class. Others had their own responsibilities: children to pick up; elderly parents to check on; deadlines to meet. The meeting broke up with an almost unseemly alacrity. It was difficult to resist the sense that an act of remembrance had become a metaphor for the gulf that separated present from past.


More than one-hundred and sixty years since the victory of Melbourne’s stonemasons, their collective achievement still bulks large. It is widely agreed that our lives should not be defined solely by labour, but equally by ‘rest’ and ‘recreation’. The success of the eight-hours movement is often recalled as a defining feature of Australia’s distinctiveness. Yet its relevance to the lives of contemporary Australians is harder to discern.


At one time, more than one hundred thousand Melburnians gathered on the city’s streets to celebrate the victories won. Now, the eight-hours anniversary is seldom marked and not generally known. It is not simply that an old ritual has lapsed. The history of past struggles and conflicts has not been retained. And the relationship between past and present has been obscured.


This book is an attempt to recover that history. It is an investigation of the quest of Australians for a ‘fair day’s work’. That quest encompasses the battle for the eight-hour day and the weekend, but also the incomplete effort to win full recognition of the labours of the home.


It is an important history, for it has defined the daily lives of Australians, expressed their hopes, and animated their politics. It is a living history, for it bears upon contemporary tensions and dilemmas and because the working day remains the subject of vigorous contention.


This book is offered as a means to better understand the past. It is also an attempt to help shape the future.





INTRODUCTION




A fair day’s work for a fair day’s pay


Is a golden rule none will gainsay.1





The words are from 1885, as a movement to redefine the working day remade Australian life. But as one influential newspaper noted, if few would quibble with the sentiment, a ‘fierce contest’ raged over how that principle should be applied.2


From the eighteenth century, an industrial revolution, an increasingly elaborate division of labour, and the growing diffusion of clocks and time-pieces made work more regular, routine and structured. These developments also initiated a new conflict over the working day, spanning the continents.


The capitalists that raised the funds for new machines sought to recoup their investment by lengthening the working day: time was money and an idle workplace was an opportunity lost. Hours of work in the new textile factories of Britain were lengthened to as many as fourteen per day. Thomas Gradgrind, Charles Dickens’ symbol of calculating and heartless capitalist efficiency in the novel Hard Times (1854), kept time with a ‘deadly statistical clock’, measuring ‘every second’ like a ‘rap upon a coffin-lid’.


Workers, unsurprisingly, at first resisted the new forms of time-discipline: refusing to turn up at allocated times, insisting upon the maintenance of traditional holidays, absconding from work, going slow. Increasingly, however, they launched a struggle over time: accepting that the day would be ruled by the measurement of hours and minutes, but seeking to limit their time at work.


The quest to win back time is widely accepted as the earliest cause of the organised labour movement. It is registered in successful campaigns among tradesmen of the eighteenth century, and reflected in the claims of British Chartists of the 1840s, petitioning for the right to vote. Transnational efforts to reduce the working day swept through Britain and France in the later 1840s, the United States and Britain in the later 1860s, and nearly all of Western Europe at the end of the 1880s. The cause of an eight-hour day was central to the First International Workingman’s Association of 1866, and of the Second International, established in 1889. It was the overriding purpose of the first international May Day demonstrations, 1890.


These passionate and contentious struggles immediately won neither common standards nor agreement of principle. Employers did not often concede a reduced working day and legislatures hesitated to impose new arrangements. In Britain, a ten-hour day, worked six days out of every seven, was the ruling convention for much of the nineteenth century. This still put British workers at the front of the pack: in 1870 French employees worked on average more than ten hours every week more than their British comparators, and those in Germany and Scandinavia worked longer still.


Australian employees of the nineteenth century worked on average less than workers anywhere else in the world. Still, this sharpened rather than softened public arguments around the just dimensions of a working day.3


Building tradesmen of Melbourne and Sydney won an ‘eight-hour day’ from the middle 1850s, and proclaimed their victory as the attainment of ‘a fair day’s work’. That victory was won not just by an appeal to justice, but also by industrial pressure and political manoeuvring. Was this ‘fair’, critics wondered? The triumph of the tradesmen further raised the question of equality among Australian employees. Was it fair that a mechanic worked only eight hours, while the navvy laying train tracks toiled for ten? What about the shop assistant, according to some accounts then working as many as fifteen hours a day? And did the notion of a ‘fair day’s work’ bear upon the labour of the home? As ‘Portia’ observed in the Bendigo Advertiser early in 1884:




There has been one class of humans totally overlooked. I allude to womankind…those female bipeds…have to do their sixteen, seventeen, and eighteen hours the whole round of the year, weekday and Sunday. There is scarcely a thing from scrubbing the floor to physicking a baby, that a woman is supposed not only to know, but to do, and keep on doing until the oils or machinery run dry, and she stops forever…4





Fierce in the nineteenth century, Australian contests over the ‘golden rule’ of a ‘fair day’s work’ were magnified over subsequent decades. The original claim for an ‘eight-hour day’ was superseded by the battle to win the weekend. Yet while employees increasingly demanded a life beyond the workplace, business leaders worried that fewer hours would bring only ‘industrial ruin’.5 Was it fair that the worker might expect less time at work without some sacrifice of their weekly pay? Feminists, meanwhile, claimed not only equal participation in boardroom and parliament, but also a liberation from the burdens of housework. Their insistence on a more equitable distribution of household labour helped to redefine a ‘fair day’s work’. It also spurred campaigns for parental leave, job-sharing, part-time work, and child care.


Today, the question of working time sits at the centre of overlapping conflicts: social, economic, personal. The COVID pandemic not only wrought untold suffering, but also upended long-familiar assumptions and routines. Millions made their homes a workplace. They often worked for longer hours, unpaid, as they helped employers to trade through the crisis. But many also enjoyed a new capacity to manage their duties autonomously, and to combine work-from-home with school pick-ups and the running of the household. These workers emerged from the pandemic exhausted, but passionately attached to their new freedoms. Some employers have been willing to continue with arrangements improvised during the pandemic. Others have sought to reimpose older expectations: mandating a return to the office. City-based businesses and property investors have agitated for the old order.6 And the battlefront extends far beyond the place of work.


The emergency response to the pandemic exploited the potentials of new technology to abolish distance and to enable electronic communication. Shut up in their homes, employees fielded emails late into the evening and became familiar with a new kind of virtual meeting. The blurring of the boundaries between work and rest was already long evident. Now, the dangers of work-without-end became more vividly real. Unions and their allies fought for and won a new ‘right to disconnect’, implemented from August 2024. Still, its provenance, its enforcement and its implications all remain unclear.


The shattering of conventions has sometimes provoked a deeper rethinking. Since the 1980s, paid work has made up an increasingly substantial share of the lives of adult Australians. Women have moved into the paid workforce in much greater numbers. Men and women have worked longer hours. Unpaid overtime has become routine; recent research suggests that on average, Australian employees work 5.4 hours of unpaid overtime every week.7 The long-term trajectory is clear, and the dissatisfaction of workers equally obvious. Why are so many of us toiling for longer than our parents and grandparents; longer than we would like? Is this bound to continue? The ideal shape of the working day has returned as an object of shared public contemplation.


In the aftermath of the pandemic, some employees have initiated new campaigns to reduce their hours of labour. There have been successful trials of a four-day week at Oxfam and Medibank. Further trials are underway. An agreement has been struck to experiment with ‘Alternative Ways of Working’ in the Victorian public service. At the ACTU Congress of 2024, President Michele O’Neil memorably committed the union movement to a struggle to ‘Win Back Time’.


The capacity of union campaigns to further reduce the working week is an open question. Many also query the extent to which a ‘fair day’s work’ rests simply on the duration of paid employment. Notwithstanding their growing place in the paid workforce, Australian women continue to perform the vast bulk of unpaid domestic labour.8 The demands are likely to increase, as Australians of middle age increasingly care for their elders as well as their juniors. There is growing recognition that a fuller justice can only be attained with a fundamental redistribution of household and caring work. Yet significant attitudinal shifts have not yet been succeeded by meaningful change. The issue ripples across the generations; it is a tension in many partnerships.


* * *


Contemporary problems express a complex history. Australians have long been exercised by the quest for a ‘fair day’s work’, but their grasp of the issues has changed and their capacity to imagine and attain fairness has been imperfect. If we are to find a better way, then we need also to better understand how this flawed present has come to be. What are the forces that have shaped our collective understanding of a just relationship between work and life? How have these standards of fairness been periodically remade? When and how have reductions in working time been won? How and why have they been resisted? Why, from the early 1980s, did a century-long momentum to reduce the burdens of labour stall and then reverse? And why has the greater participation of women in paid work not been matched by a reciprocal reduction in their domestic burdens?


Though historical questions lay at the centre of a collective social failure, historians have so far been surprisingly slow to take up this challenge. There has been no comprehensive attempt to understand the rich history of Australians’ efforts to win ‘a fair day’s work’. There are impressive studies of particular campaigns and conflicts. Participants in contemporary debates sometimes look back at Australia’s past achievements, especially the country’s status as the pioneer of the eight-hour day. But there has been no full examination of how Australians have imagined a ‘fair’ working day, have fought over its meaning, and have sought to institute their visions of the just.


In this book, I aim to recover that history. Across the pages that follow, I pursue this quest by prosecuting six connected arguments. Each is novel.


First, the battle over a ‘fair day’s work’ constitutes a fundamental and enduring element of Australian history. It has been central to public discussion of the good life, to Australians’ self-conception, and to their confidence, now waning, of a better future.


Second, the meaning of a ‘fair day’s work’ has shifted over time, dominated by three distinct emphases. From the 1850s until World War I, Australians largely understood a ‘fair day’s work’ as a question of the rights of the male waged worker: a claim for their status as a fully realised human subject. This was largely displaced in the years around World War I by a new framework that focused on productivity, and on the relationship between ‘the worker’ and ‘the machine’. This, in turn, was increasingly accompanied from the 1980s by a new understanding of fairness, that privileged the relationship between household labour and work-for-pay.


Third, ruling notions of ‘fairness’ have set the terms for industrial campaigns and legislative reforms. Dominant understandings of a ‘fair day’s work’ have foregrounded the import of particular workers and forms of work; they have signalled distinct priorities in the reorganisation of working time. The history of working time can therefore only be understood by close attention to the cultural dimension.


My fourth argument is that over the decades changing conceptions of a ‘fair day’s work’ have come to reflect a more expansive understanding of fairness. They have more fully recognised the complexity of human labour, and its relationship to political, economic, and social domains. They have also reflected a growing recognition of gender as well as class inequality.


Fifth, for much of the past two centuries, advocates of a ‘fair day’s work’ were able to pursue their visions of fairness with some success. Their victories reduced the length of the working day. This contributed to a fairer and freer society. Since the 1980s, however, changes to work, to law, and to the relative power of labour and capital have constrained the capacity of employees to pursue their aspirations. The declining power of employees explains a great reversal in the direction of change.


A fairer Australia must reflect a refurbished notion of a fair day’s work. And Australians can learn from history to better understand how that might be pursued. I prosecute this argument in the final section of this book, seeking to apply historical insights to the quest for social improvement.


* * *


The book’s structure reflects its novel argumentation. Since I am convinced that disputes over what is ‘fair’ are central to the history of working time, I grant much attention to how Australians have debated a ‘fair day’s work’. Chapter 1 does not immediately launch into the history of the campaign for an eight-hour day, but rather reconstructs why Australian workers of the nineteenth century believed that this was a just claim. It argues that for male tradesmen, the campaign for ‘eight hours’ was essentially a quest for social and political equality and for recognition of the male worker’s human rights. Chapter 2, ‘A Great Civil Revolution’, then narrates and explains how this social vision was expressed in a successful movement for eight hours.


Though the eight-hour campaign is justly celebrated, it was nonetheless characterised by exclusions and social assumptions: that the work of the home could be bracketed out of public discussion, and that only white and male workers were entitled to an equal status. I explore these contradictions in Chapter 3, tracing also how the victories of Australian campaigners eventually robbed the movement of much of its urgency and its vitality.


Chapter 4 explains how a new conception of fairness increasingly rose to dominance over the years around World War I. This framework abandoned the earlier, humanistic concern with the status of the worker as a ‘man’ and a ‘citizen’, and adopted instead a ‘scientific’ approach – appraising the ‘productive’ capacities of the worker as a ‘human machine’. I explore how workers exploited this new framework in a fresh campaign to abolish work on Saturdays, in Chapter 5, ‘Winning the Weekend’.


The 100 years that followed from the middle 1850s constituted a transformation of a ‘fair day’s work’: a reduction in the standard working week from more than sixty hours to only forty hours; the enunciation of humanistic and then scientific visions of how fairness should be debated and understood. The seventy-five years since that time have not been marked by changes of such significance and variety, but only by two transformations: the subject of Chapters 6 and 7.


In Chapter 6, I explore how post-war attempts to reduce the working week to thirty-five hours were largely thwarted, and how changes since the 1980s have led to a fragmentation and sometimes a prolongation of the standard working week. This is not a story of triumph, but rather an examination of a long defeat.


Notwithstanding the failures of the contemporary labour movement to reduce the length of the standard working day, it would be misleading to characterise recent decades as nothing but a litany of failure. Feminists have led a striking reconceptualisation of the meaning of a ‘fair day’s work’. Through their advocacy – within unions and without – working time is increasingly understood as encompassing household labour as well as work for pay. Chapter 7 traces this historic cultural revolution. It also narrates the incomplete implementation of this social vision. And it seeks to explain the laggardly pace of reform.


I have organised the volume not according to the unvarying logic of the calendar, but rather to the rhythms of unfolding political struggle: the successive emergence and submersion of matters of public discussion; the mobilisation of impactful campaigns; the securing of enduring reform. This means that I grant attention to key problems and themes only when they provoke significant public contest. On occasion, chapters move slightly backward in time, so as to identify important precedents or recover the origins of significant interventions. Nonetheless, the volume moves in a broad and jagged fashion from the 1850s to the present.


In a conclusion, I survey a century-and-a-half of transformation, and seek to use historical insights to identify ways and means of future change.


The book is not a history of work or of the experience of all workers. Its aims are more humble and focused: to reconstruct how the possibility of a ‘fair day’s work’ has been imagined and pursued, and to use that history to inform contemporary debate and action.





CHAPTER 1


SOMETHING MORE THAN WORK,EAT AND SLEEP




‘Man must do something more than work, eat and sleep, in order to enjoy life.’





The speaker was Charles Jardine Don, Scottish-born stonemason, stump orator, and member of the Victorian Legislative Assembly (the first working man elected anywhere in the British Empire, he claimed). Critics sniped that there was little danger of Don not enjoying life, for a fondness for the bottle, frequently indulged, was matched by an apparent delight in the frequent exercise of oratorical gifts. Though standing little more than five feet, his enormous lung power, theatrical appearance (‘thrown-off’ hair and a ‘jerked back frock’) and flair for invective drew crowds to the colony’s public platforms. One newspaper dubbed him a ‘cross between the poet and the pirate’; others mocked a ‘savagery of manner’, an ‘abominable boisterousness’, and alleged absence of ‘discipline’ and ‘self control’.1


Don’s reflections on a life defined by more than its labours were uttered at Castlemaine’s Theatre Royal, November 1859. They formed part of a long and gripping address on the eight-hour day that helped to confirm his reputation. Assuring listeners that he appeared before them in the capacity of a ‘laboring operative mason’ rather than as a member of the legislature, Don explained that the issue of a fair day’s work was but a ‘simple question’. It was true that since expulsion from the Garden of Eden ‘man was doomed to labor’, to ‘earn his bread by the sweat of his brow’. But the advancement of science had multiplied facilities for the creation of wealth, so that for the first time in history no one should be ‘compelled to labor continually’. It required only that the worker break with the habits of the past, as Don’s own union had done two-and-a-half years before. The ‘English workman’ had ‘made himself too cheap’ and had ‘done too much’. The Australian worker had the opportunity to ‘remedy the evils of the present’, and in so doing to reshape the world that was to come.


The radical of Melbourne had arrived in the goldfields town as the guest of the Castlemaine branch of the Labor League. Melbourne’s skilled tradesmen had won an eight-hour day in April 1856, with stonemasons leading the way. But the achievement had proven fragile, and workers had therefore joined together to provide reinforcement. The new Labor League had been formed to ‘secure’ the ‘peaceable enjoyment’ of the eight-hour day, and to extend the ‘benefits of the system’ to ‘all classes’, ‘all parts of the colony’, and even to ‘neighbouring colonies’. It was one notable expression of a developing public contest over the meaning of a ‘fair day’s work’.2


Don’s challenge was remarkable, for in the later 1850s the length of the working day was not universally accepted as a matter of legitimate public debate. In The Wealth of Nations (1776) Adam Smith had famously argued that in the pursuit of his private self-interest, the businessman also promoted the general interest, as if propelled by an ‘invisible hand’; it was unwise to meddle with the decisions of capitalists in the hope of social or economic improvement. Smith assured readers that a ‘liberal’ reward for labour was ‘the natural symptom of increasing national wealth’. He warned that ‘tumultuous combinations’ of workmen to improve their conditions only ‘very seldom’ resulted in ‘any advantage’, more often producing ‘nothing but the punishment or ruin of the ringleaders’.


Faithful devotees of Smith’s teachings, political leaders in Britain and its colonies largely fought to keep the hours and payment of employees from public scrutiny or government interference. To license such intercession, they feared, would violate the natural order and destabilise the foundations of a common prosperity. As one leading Victorian politician put it in the later 1850s:




Why should labour be dealt with differently to any other article? If any person entered into an engagement with a contractor, the time he should work and the remuneration he was to receive were matters entirely between the two parties to the agreement.3





But if upheld in the legislature and in the editorial office, the concealment of working hours in a veil of privacy was not uniformly accepted. Skilled British employees had combined to insist on remedial action as early as the eighteenth century. In the first half of the nineteenth century, British legislators intervened to formally limit the working hours of women and children to ten per day. Industrialist and radical reformer Robert Owen advocated an eight-hour day in 1817, coining the memorable catechism: ‘Eight Hours Labour, Eight Hours Recreation, Eight Hours Rest’. A ‘National Regeneration Society’, formed in 1833, advanced the cause. The Chartist petition of 1842, seeking political rights for working-class men, complained that the ‘hours of labour’ for factory workers were ‘protracted beyond the limits of human endurance’. A movement to win a nine-hour day galvanised the building trades in London in the early and middle 1850s.4


The British workers who journeyed to Australia in the middle of the nineteenth century were heir to these struggles and familiar with the key arguments for reform. But they entered a distinctive environment, and this gave them impetus and the scope to challenge prevailing arrangements more persistently and openly. Economic growth from the early 1840s was rapid, and from the middle of the nineteenth century Australians enjoyed the highest incomes in the world; there was less urgency to sacrifice time in pursuit of the daily bread. Hot summers made physical labour more fatiguing and the need for rest more pressing. Convict transportation and the gold rush brought men more than women to the southern continent; the disproportionately male character of the European population encouraged attention to the pursuit of leisure. The newspaper press was unusually vibrant and free from state interference. British traditions of free assembly were cherished and exercised: a lively habit of public meeting and stump oratory energised a developing civil society.5


Grasping these opportunities, Australian campaigners like Don struggled to make the hours of labour a central question of politics, open to collective determination. This was not easily accomplished. It rested upon a vigorous cultural and political struggle, now largely forgotten. And it was pursued through complicated arguments, unfamiliar to the contemporary ear.


The ideal of a fair day’s work was proclaimed in countless speeches, pamphlets, and letters to the editor. It served as a muse for scores of worker-poets. It inspired unionists to commission and to paint and then to parade great banners of canvas and silk. It brought hundreds of thousands of citizens to the streets in grand processions and in festivals dedicated to celebration. It was pursued through the formation of new organisations, and through strikes, boycotts, marches and meetings. Though it drew upon British traditions, this Australian campaign was distinguished by an ardour and a discursive richness entirely without precedent.


Reflecting the breadth and the imagination of these efforts, the campaign for a shorter working day was commonly described as a ‘social movement’. One supporter even called it ‘one of the greatest social movements that had come into existence in this or any other country’.6 The language of ‘social movement’ was then relatively novel, and the world of work was typically governed by older metaphors: the industrial conflict, the bargain, the combination, the battle of labour and capital. Trade unions were central organisations in this struggle. Strikes were evident. It is therefore not surprising that the issue was understood by many as a question of industrial relations rather than social movements, nor that those who have looked back have also typically described it in these terms.


But to consider the nineteenth-century conflict over a fair day’s work as a purely industrial matter is to overlook its wider amplitude. Observers reached for the newer term of ‘social movement’ in an attempt to better reflect the methods, the breadth and the ambition of the campaign for reduced hours.


First, methods. The campaign rested on political as much as industrial action; the public demonstration, the march, the petition and the essay were all widely evident. These latter techniques had been trialled in recent British campaigns to abolish slavery and to widen the franchise. They were directed to the conscience and the reason of fellow citizens and were thought to wield what was commonly called a ‘moral force’. Campaigners frankly aimed to reshape the norms that governed the world of work. Theirs was a gigantic effort of mass persuasion, pursued with words and with displays of worthiness and commitment.


It was also a broad campaign, for it triggered a public debate that far exceeded the working day of the male tradesman. As one group of workers raised the question of fairness, so others were emboldened to make claims of their own. Success brought emulation. In this way, an effort to win an eight-hour day among urban mechanics touched off a wider contest over the question of working time.


Alongside the trade unions of the mechanic, an ‘early closing movement’ also mobilised to address the very long hours worked by the staff in the colony’s grocers, haberdashers, drapers, newsagents and chemists. Its members worked in combination with the major trade societies, and it galvanised supporters in public meetings and boycotts. It eventually secured major legislative change.


The hours kept by the retail trades also intersected with the rhythms of household labour performed by the servant or the wife, for shopping was overwhelmingly understood as women’s work. Fairness to the grocer therefore raised the question of fairness to the female worker, paid or unpaid. Colonial women were conventionally deprived of access to the public sphere. Rarely, women did sometimes manage to make their voices heard.


Caroline Chisholm had won renown as a philanthropist, promoter of emigration, and champion of the colonial family. Tall, russet-haired, sweet-voiced, her adherence to the feminine ideal licensed her acceptance in the public realm. But her views sometimes inclined to radicalism, embracing land reform and universal suffrage. At a meeting devoted to the cause of ‘early closing’ in February 1861, Chisholm argued that if shops were to restrict their hours, then the work of the mother and the housewife also needed consideration. The husband demanded his breakfast to be ready at a certain time, the house cleaned, and the tea ready upon his arrival at the dinner table – ‘he could not wait for an instant’. With the woman compelled to be at home to undertake these preparations, the only time available for shopping was ‘after tea’. Relief for the shopworker could therefore only be secured by a reconsideration of the domestic sphere: ‘The Early Closing Movement should be made the home question’.7


Chisholm’s insistence on the need to consider labour in household as well as workplace was not readily embraced. Two decades later one correspondent to Melbourne’s Argus newspaper reminded readers that ‘working women require rest as well as working men’. Writing pseudonymously as ‘A General Servant’, she shamed ‘ministers of religion’ – prominent in support of the ‘early closing’ of shops – for their inactivity in ‘holding meetings on our account’. The men who campaigned for a fair day’s work did not take up the matter. And the women burdened with long hours lacked the resources to organise an independent campaign.8


It would take more than a century for the just claims of working women to achieve full public consideration, a process that will be traced in the later chapters of this book. But the presence of these interventions in the middle of the nineteenth century – evanescent and now largely forgotten – underlines the ways in which the battle for reduced hours disrupted settled routines and assumptions, opening existing arrangements to thoroughgoing critique. Proponents of the movement thought the battle for a fair day’s work nothing less than a ‘great civil revolution’. Observers called it ‘utopian’.9 This was an ambitious campaign. Its advocates aimed to reconstruct the relationship between work and life. The significance of their struggles can only be grasped by a full recognition of the radicalism of their demands.


If the form and the extent of past battles over the working day has now been obscured, then the terms of that contest are still more unfamiliar. Advocates of reduced hours deployed a language that now appears archaic and values sometimes distinct from our own. They relied on assumptions that would now be contested. But the persuasiveness and energy of the campaign can only be understood if we are able to recover this history. In reconstructing the arguments of the past, we might also liberate possibilities for our present.


* * *


Australian campaigners of the nineteenth century advanced a claim for a ‘fair day’s work’ through several connected arguments. These arguments spanned social criticism, moral assertion and creative imagination. They jointly made the working day a central question of political and social life, with implications far beyond the contract between employer and employee.


First, they contended that long hours were a denial of humanity. Second, that labour contracts should be subordinated to fundamental rights. Third, labour’s rights should be recognised, since labour was a central contributor to the social order. Finally, that a fully realised human existence required opportunities for activities beyond labour: the experience of freedom, the possibility of education, the cultivation of rich familial relations, participation in self-government. Considered from this vantage, the limiting of working time was not a marginal industrial improvement. It was a reshaping of social arrangements that was central to the winning of equality.


The campaign began with a catalogue of oppression. In the middle years of the nineteenth century, it was conventional for tradesmen to work for at least ten hours a day, six days a week; many worked for twelve or more hours a day. Skilled in the use of hammers and chisels, trowels and saws, they relied overwhelmingly on human muscle to manipulate stone and wood and metal. The use of horses and mules offered support, but the power of steam, electricity or petrol-driven engines had not yet been fully harnessed to the labour process. Shopworkers toiled for even longer, and accounts of fourteen or even sixteen hours of uninterrupted labour were not uncommon. Though they wore collars of white, they were routinely expected to lift and cut large rolls of fabric, to load and unload stores, and to weigh and package goods. It was customary for apprentices to sleep on the premises. Those who lumped coal or freight or dug holes and laid tracks endured still more fatiguing labours. Their hours were sometimes long and often irregular. Even in the late nineteenth century, less than 3 per cent of Australians were able to sit down at their work.10 The heat and light sapped the energy of all.


From the middle of the nineteenth century, employees of many kinds argued that such arduous and distended labours were a denial of their humanity. They claimed that the obligation to work so hard for so long reflected treatment as a slave, an animal or a machine.


The recurrence of these key metaphors is striking. Employees compared themselves to the beast of burden: the horse or donkey worked day after day. The working animal was bridled and constrained, driven with whip, deprived of autonomy, mute in its suffering. Its owner need not consult the beast. It was put to work. It perished. And when all was considered, was their welfare not protected more zealously than the miserable labourer?




A man is considered a brute who over-rides and over-drives a horse, and the law steps in to punish him; but this does not apply to two-legged animals who happen to be human.11





If the animal was a lesser being, then the machine was but an inanimate tool. Machines lacked a capacity for reflection or resistance. Machines did not possess a soul. They did not tire and they need not rest. Employees frequently described long hours at work as the experience of being worked as if they were ‘near machines’. This made them ‘mere drudges’. It contracted the life of the employee to little more than the performance of labour – ‘ever working, resting never’. It denied them the capacity of ‘moral and intellectual beings’. It meant that the employment contract required the ‘giving up’ of the body and even of the soul.12


References to ‘slavery’ were still more common. Long hours were equated with ‘practical slavery’, with the worker ‘but nominally free’. The eight-hour system was promoted as:




… the generous plan


To sink the slave and elevate the man.





One notable union banner proclaimed ‘Slaves No Longer’.13


The British parliament had only passed the Slavery Abolition Act in 1833. This was within the living memory of most adults. The equation of paid employment with slavery was a means of dramatising the deprivations many workers endured. It was also tinged with racial anxieties, so that long hours were described as ‘White Slavery’ and oppressive employers were ‘n----- drivers’. Sharing in the racism of Australian society at this time, white workers were intent on distinguishing themselves from the non-white. Their determination not to be treated as slaves was also the assertion of a racial distinctiveness – an insistence that they would not be ‘put on like N-----ers’.14


Fear that long hours had reduced the worker to servitude rang out from colonial platforms. ‘Were they to be slaves, and work ten hours a day?’, asked one agitator at a meeting of Operative Mechanics, Hobart. Exhorting workers to the struggle for ‘eight hours’ in Sandhurst, May 1856, Peter Dunn rose to his feet to stammer that he had never previously ‘spoken before a public audience’, but that ‘The time had arrived when men were no longer to be looked on as a panel of serfs’. Charles Jardine Don, for his part, sharpened the point in a Melbourne meeting of May 1857:




It was outrageous to think that amongst this community there was a body of men who were compelled to work 16, 18, and even 20 hours a day. For himself, he would rather be a cabbage than submit to such slavery. (Cheers.)15





Whatever their important differences, animal, machine and slave shared a common opposition: none were human; none possessed rights. But the worker was a human. The second argumentative thrust of the campaign for reduced hours was an insistence that employees were fully human subjects, and that their status as humans endowed them with rights.


Campaigners ardently presented their struggle as a quest for ‘rights’. They emphasised that they sought not a ‘boon’ or a ‘privilege’, but a ‘right’, an ‘undiluted right’, the ‘absolute principle’ and ‘the principle in the abstract’.16 Some even compared the claim for a fair day’s work to the imagined foundation of British liberties, the Magna Carta of the thirteenth century.17


Why the language of ‘the right’? Advocates of the eight-hour system faced great opposition. Some employers and their allies argued that ‘competition was too strong’ for businesses to afford to concede this demand. They based their opposition on claims that conditions of employment were a purely ‘private’ question, and by references to apparent ‘laws’ of ‘supply and demand’.18 Such arguments made the eight-hour day conditional on the willingness of the individual employer and the current state of the labour market. By claiming the eight-hour day as a ‘right’, workers sought to secure it as an undeniable entitlement, maintained whatever the ups and downs of economic life.


This was an argument against the authority of what Charles Jardine Don called ‘philosophers and politico-economists’. It was a denial that the interplay of ‘supply and demand’ constituted a ‘law of nature’. William Trenwith, bootmaker, union leader, and former lightweight boxing champion of Hobart Town, elaborated a similar position in a meeting of felt hatters at Victorian Trades Hall:




It was not to be supposed that the laboring man was amenable to the laws of demand and supply in exactly the same manner as articles of commerce.19





The argumentative strategy is easy to comprehend: labour as a commodity was vulnerable to rough treatment; labour endowed with rights would receive protection. But why should the argument be accepted? The claim to ‘rights’ was merely a contention, belied by the realities that inspired the mobilisation of employees. If a worker genuinely possessed inalienable rights, then no movement would be required to challenge their violation; no boss would treat their staff as animal, or machine, or slave.


The third principle of the campaign for a fair day’s work was that labour made a central contribution to the social order, which merited a reciprocal recognition of labour’s rights. This was an attempt to undergird the claim to rights through emphasis on social significance.


Agitators for reduced hours were as fervent in their proclamation of labour’s greatness as they were agonised in their portrait of injustice borne. In speeches to promote the eight-hour day, labour was consistently extolled as ‘the greatest and most important part of our social system’, and workers ‘the heart’s blood of the colony’. The sentiment was glorified in poetical voice and song. One poem composed for the eight-hour day demonstration contended that ‘Labor is the crown of life’. Another hailed ‘Labor – Lord of All’, imagining the Creator as a kind of working-God, a labourer writ large:




Out of the dead chaos and the night


Over the void’s funereal pall


A voice arose, LET THERE BE LIGHT!


The working-God was Lord of all.20





A third anticipated Bertolt Brecht’s ‘Questions from a Worker Who Reads’ in its recovery of the human skill and effort that upraised the great monuments of classical civilisation:




Who cut the marble gems of Greece –


Frieze, Column, Temple, Tomb?


Who carved the graceful capital


Evolved from ancient gloom?


Who reared the mighty Pyramid?


Great Babylon so gay?


But men like us, with chisel, trowel,


Who keep this EIGHT-HOUR DAY.21





The notion was not simply communicated in song and speech, for an annual eight-hour demonstration was itself an embodiment of these claims. Upon their breakthrough victory in Melbourne, 1856, unionists of the building trades had resolved at a public meeting on ‘a day being set apart’ as a means to ‘mark out to ourselves and the world’ the import of their collective achievement. Celebrations were revived on the first anniversary of the victory, April 1857, and by 1859 the practice was so firmly established that an Anniversary Committee could agree upon ‘Rules … for the better guidance of future Eight Hours Demonstrations’.22 Victorian towns sought to emulate the celebrations of Melbourne tradesmen, while other colonial centres more slowly adopted the practice.


The demonstration conventionally began with a disciplined procession through the city streets, with marchers ordered into the ranks of their chosen trades. Already, at the very first demonstration, workers massed behind a large tricolour flag that bore a distinctive inscription: ‘Eight Hours’ Labor. Eight Hours’ Recreation. Eight Hours’ Rest’. But in succeeding years the trades produced their own banners to identify their ranks and to symbolise their worth.


The banners were public claims for the value of the trades. These were prized collective possessions: financed by union fees and donations; commissioned only after deep deliberation; publicly-exhibited upon completion. They were frequently the very first item that a new trade union acquired, often at considerable cost. The position of banner-carrier for the demonstration – invariably an elective post – was a valued office and a significant responsibility. And notable banner makers, such as Melbourne’s Frederick Bromley, even became major labour leaders.23


The text that adorned societies’ banners reflected labour’s bid for recognition. The bricklayers announced ‘Labor Omnia Vincit’ (‘Labour Conquers All’), a motto also adopted by the Amalgamated Engineers, and the Tailors proclaimed ‘Ab Initio’ (‘From the Beginning’, elaborated with an image of Adam and Eve).24 Blacksmiths linked their work with forge, hammer and anvil to the progress of the colony: ‘Forging Ahead’. Bakers reminded others of their provision of daily sustenance: ‘Give Us This Day Our Daily Bread’.25


The images that adorned the banners strikingly illustrated these themes. Many banners were notable for their depiction of the central elements of the labour process: a group of bricklayers’ labourers mixed mortar at the base of a substantial structure, as others ascended a ladder, hods on their shoulders. Bakers carried heavy sacks of flour, kneaded dough at a workbench, and removed golden loaves from an oven. Moulders worked the blast furnace and directed the passage of molten iron. Gas employees laid pipes, burnt coal, and siphoned off the vapour. Sawyers put logs to the blades of the saw.


The picturing of the labourer at work advertised the skills of the trades, the dangers of their calling, and the outcomes of their application. As the eight-hour processions grew in size, so the participants increasingly found ways to more directly demonstrate their work routines to the spectators that lined the streets of cities and towns. Not content with a painted image of the printer at work, the Typographical Society rigged up a printing press, dragged it onto a lorry, and distributed circulars and poems as the ink still dried. Miners cut away at a huge block of coal. Farriers shod horses. Tinsmiths paraded in suits of armour, painstakingly fabricated. Crowds at the eight-hour march could view a handsome drawing-room suite, the pride of the furniture makers. They looked on at the staircases and window frames, exhibited by carpenters. They chomped on the gifts bestowed by bakers: freshly baked bread. Shipwrights were preceded by two handsome models: one of the frame of a wooden vessel, and the second of a nearly completed hull. Felt hatters showcased the entirety of the productive process, all the way from the grisly ‘time of the rabbit’, with the raw material, still lively, carried at the rear of the procession in a ceremonial bird cage.


The scale and fascination of these exhibitions brought thousands and then tens of thousands of citizens onto colonial streets. The eight-hour celebrations showed that labour was a creative, productive, essential activity. They made work visible. They brought the skill of the tradesman into the public eye. A pseudonymous poet in one labour-movement newspaper extracted the lesson:




The nation owns no nobler hearts than these –


No braver sons than her industrious bands,


Their handiworks invade the savage seas


And fertilise the rude and barren land.26





By poem and speech and banner and performance, the campaign for a fair day’s work established for all the greatness and significance of labour’s contribution. None who viewed those massed on ‘eight-hour day’ could question the centrality of work, nor the ingenuity of the worker. And if labour was industrious, noble and productive, did it not merit some recognition of its rights?


A fourth principle of the campaign elaborated the connection between a worker’s humanity and their well-founded rights. This was the principle of human potential: the claim that being human encompassed more than the act of labour, but extended to other possibilities. Workers wanted ‘something more than bread’, explained one sympathetic editorial on the hours question. As the Labor Call newspaper put it, the claim for a fair day’s work was also a claim ‘for the workers the right to “live” their lives, not merely to exist’.27
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