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The Unskilled and Industrialization

A Transformation of Consciousness

The cleavage between skilled and unskilled workers constitutes the most obvious and
durable division in the working class throughout the industrial revolution. The division
has had profound consequences for both trade union and socialist movements, most of
which had to contend not just with internal jealousies between the two groups but with
widely differing expectations and capabilities. Until the late nineteenth century the most
successful labor groups survived by ignoring the unskilled altogether, and though a
marriage was more commonly attempted after the 1890s consummation has never been
entirely complete. Beneath these rather familiar outlines fall a host of different experiences,
in family formation, job expectations and behavior, that have left a lingering mark on the
labor force as well. Most significant, well into the twentieth century it remained unusual
for a worker who initially chose or was forced into a completely unskilled job ever to
emerge into skilled ranks, and uncommon also for a skilled worker to fall beneath his
initial station, at least until the onset of old age. The line was firm, and only a minority
ever transgressed it in terms of personal experiencel.

Ironically, industrialization was not the sole cause of the division, despite our persistent
temptation to judge preindustrial workers as well integrated with their jobs2. If we view
the preindustrial labor force overall, the vast majority of workers were in many ways
unskilled. What skill rating should be given the ordinary peasant is not clear, and there
were gradations within the rural community. But the skilled workers formed a minority,
in terms of occupations where formal training was required. Peasants defended their
economy, where they could, by property ownership; deprived of this, their negotiable
skills were minimal. Only that minority of rural producers engaged in at least parttime
manufacturing work, plus of course urban artisans, can really earn a skill rating. None of
this is intended to distract attention from the disruption industrialization caused. Popula-
tion growth, indeed, even before industrialization, began to challenge traditional peasant
property control (however modified by manorialism) and thus to create the more modern
framework for the skilled-unskilled dichotomy. But it is important to realize that the
dichotomy itself was not new, that many displaced rural workers had no clear concept of
skill. On the whole, popular impressions to the contrary, industrialization helped shift the

1 This point is explored more fully later in this essay. See David Crew, Definitions of Modernity:
Social Mobility in a German Town, 1880—1901, in: Journal of Social History, 1973, pp. 51 ff.

2 For the fullest statement of the bucolic view, see E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English
Working Class, New York 1963; see also J. L. and Barbara Hammond, The Village Labourer,
London 1911; E. P. Thompson, Patrician Society, Plebian Culture, in: Journal of Social His-
tory, 1974, pp. 382 - 405.
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balance toward an increase in skilled workers, though not without great stress and con-
fusion. In the very long rund industrialization set up a modest mobility ladder, in which
many traditional unskilled learned that they, or their children, could rise a notch or two
higher; so that unskilled jobs, dwindling as a proportion of the whole (particularly with the
decline of agriculture but also with changes in industry) are left to »someone else« -
during the most recent decades, usually foreigners.

The unskilled-skilled gap is frequently mentioned in labor history, but it has rarely been
detailed. For the most part, once the gap is mentioned, attention rivets on the skilled, who
are by definition more active and articulate . Disagreements about the nature of the skilled
persist, and we must return to these; but knowledge of the unskilled is almost nonexistent.
This essay, without pretending comprehensive coverage, will focus more on the unskilled,
with the predominant theme of their gradual, if incomplete, phasing out. A subsidiary
theme, somewhat more familiar and certainly more widely accepted, will be treated as
well: the persistent inability of the unskilled to mount organized protest of any sort, an
inability virtually absolute during the first stage of industrialization and still visible, in
comparison to the situation of skilled workers of all sorts, at the end of the nineteenth
century. The essay focuses on western and central Europe, particularly France, Germany,
and England. It is not comparative, in the sense that elaborate juxtapositions of one
country to the next will be offered, though it is obvious that England, which urbanized her
poor and unskilled more thoroughly and quickly than France and Germany, will offer some
general contrasts. Nor is strict attention paid to periodization within the century of
industrialization, though some precise trends can ultimately be indicated. The purpose,
initially, is to use a variety of evidence from various places and times to get beneath the
important but sometimes superficial generalizations about skilled and unskilled, parti-
cularly through deepening a knowledge of the latter.

Within the factories during the first decades of industrialization the gap in pay between a
skilled and an unskilled male could range up to 600 % (in France, where it was hard to
lure skilled workers from the crafts); it seems to have been about 250-300 %/ in England.
These high differentials, which long persisted, formed the basis of quite different possible
lifestyles. Clearly the skilled did not have to associate with the unskilled outside the plant;
they often consciously lived in better neighborhoods, as a mark of status®. But note a
corollary implication as well: one of the reasons for the high differential was the unwilling-
ness of unskilled workers to take the training to become skilled. This is, frankly, an em-
ployer’s eye view. The lament could be found in any early industrial setting. The metallur-
gists in Decazeville found that it was fifteen years after they launched their operation before
they could begin to dispense with English workers, imported at great expense and some-
times by no means satisfactory; and the reason was the unwillingness of the local popula-

3 Eric Hobsbawm, The Labour Aristocracy in Nineteenth-Century Britain, in: Democracy and
the Labour Movement: Essays in Honour of Dona Torb, ed. by John Saville, London 1954, pp.
201 - 239; William Sewell, The Working-Class of Marseille under the Second Republic: Social
Structure and Political Behavior, in: Workers in the Industrial Revolution, ed. by Peter Stearns
and Daniel Walkowitz, New Brunswidck, N. J., 1974, pp. 75 ff. Sewell does, as we shall see, make
at least an effort to sketch the unskilled, but finally dismisses most of their characteristics as
unknowable.

4 Otto Jeidels, Die Methoden der Arbeitsentléhnung in der rheinisch-westfilischen Eisenindustrie,
Berlin 1907; Daniel Walkowitz, Statistics and the Writing of Workingclass Culture: A Statistical
Portrait of the Iron Workers in Troy, New York, 1860 - 1890, in: Labour History 1974, p. 428.
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tion to seek advancement. The rural population had no clear skill concept, quite apart from
the unfamiliarity of metallurgical work. The most obvious entrepreneurial inducements,
higher pay for more productive work, were not fully appealing; rural expectations long
dampened the creation of anything approximating the acquisitive economic man?®. These
barriers would gradually break down, though more commonly among the sons of the
unskilled than among the unskilled themselves. This would ultimately, among other things,
reduce wage differential, as the supply of skills became more abundant. But the differential,
familiar enough in itself, is a vital prerequisite toward understanding not only material
culture but also value systems.

If we look at a different group of unskilled, not new but growing rapidly in the industrial
era, dockers and builders’ laborers, we can certainly enhance the understanding of the
material gap. While unskilled factory laborers were probably unemployed more often than
their skilled brethren, at least if voluntary job changing is excluded, such was certainly the
case with the unskilled outside the factories. In the summer of 1901 in France, at a season
when their jobs were usually at a peak, 6 % of all ditchdiggers were unemployed, while
five years later the rate was 7.1 %/y, as against overall national rates of 3.3 %o and 3.6 9/,
Unions of building trades workers, here mixing skilled and unskilled, reported over 15 %
unemployment between 1901 and 1944, while unionized dockers averaged 26.9 /o annually
from 1904 onward. In London a mass of irregularly employed men shifted among small
jobs in construction, printing, engineering, as well as going to the docks®. Fifty percent
unemployment was common in Liverpool and Bristol docks during the 1890s. In London in
1901 there were 7000 more dockers available daily than were used at maximum, and 9000
more than were used on the average — which assured that on a typical day 36 %o of all
dockers would lack work 7. In Hamburg in 1895 only 9 % of all dockers worked over 210
days a year; 7 %o worked 106 to 210 days, while 83 %/o had between a single day and 106
days. Obviously many skilled workers suffered as well, though miners and metallurgical
workers were fairly immune in this turn-of-the-century period. But only clothing workers,
in a dying domestic trade, even remotely rivaled these rates; food workers had 12 %
unemployment at maximum, while metalworking, printing and the like hovered around a
five percent average. It is fair to say, for the end of the nineteenth century and probably
well before, that the unskilled worker was three times as likely to suffer unemployment
as his skilled counterpart in either factory or crafts.

Again, a material fact of tremendous importance, but also a psychological fact. The un-
skilled could not afford the ties to job or profession that skilled workers, even in the
factories, maintained. Unemployment encouraged drifting, while drifting promoted un-
employment, for without job attachment many groups, such as builders’ laborers, had few
features that would distinguish them from any other unskilled group. Unemployment also
fed, and was fed by, a distinctive notion of what the work pace ought to be. Well into the
twentieth century many dockers worked 36 hour shifts, alternating these with stints of
unemployment or gardening at home. The irregular arrival of ships set the framework for

5 Archives de la Compagnie des Houilleres et Fonderies de I'Aveyron (Archives nationales, France,
84AQ), reports of 1844 - 1846,

6 Royal Commission of Labour, Minutes of the Evidence, Group »B« (Transport by Water, Trans-
port by Land), London 1896, C 6708, vol. I, p. 292.

7 William H. Beveridge, Unemployment, a Problem of Industry, London 1931, p. 93; Select Com-
mittee on Distress from Want of Employment, Report, London 1896, HC 321, p. 27.






