DOMESTIC WORKERS, THE WORKING CLASS AND SERVANTS’ TRADE
UNIONS IN THE 19TH AND 20TH CENTURIES!

Domestic workers (“servants™ as they were
usually referred to at least up until the Second World
War) have often been 1gnored in labour history and
excluded from definitions of the working class.
Despite this, a history of domestic worker organising
stretches back to the nineteenth century.

Marx firmly declared that servants were of no |
interest to those seeking to mobilise the working class
as a revolutionary force and agent of history. Capital
volume 1 asserted that “tvpes of work that are
consumed as services and not products separable
from the worker... are of microscopic significance
when compared with the mass of capitalist
production” and mav therefore “bhe entirely
neglected’ ! Yet, in the nineteenth and early twentieth
century, to exclude servants from this political project
was to exclude the most numerous of all waged
workers. Marx acknowledged that the 1861 census of
England and Wales recorded 1,208,648 domestic S ~
servants out of a potential workforce of about eight million, outnumbering all the various
forms of industrial worker put together. To neglect servants was also to 1gnore the vast
majority of the female workforce since, as Marx remarked in a footnote, more than 91%
of this huge population of servants were women.’ This remained the case in Britain into
the 1930s, when servants made up between one-quarter and one-third of all women 1n
paid employment.*

Across Europe domestic servants remained one of the most numerous types of
waged worker into the twentieth century, declining after the First World War but only
defimtively disappearing as a central component of the labour market after the Second
World War® — a development that, as I argue below, might now only be viewed as
temporary. Servants also constituted an important element of the labour market across the
territories colonised and settled by European impenial powers, and colonial families
tended to employ far more domestic servants (both indigenous and European, men and
women) than their counterparts in the metropole ®

1 A version of this paper has been publizhed in the Handbook of Marxism (London, Sage, 2022).

2 KARL MARY, Capital- A Critique of Political Economy, London Penguin Books 1990, pp. 1044-1045.

3 Ivi, pp. 573-375.

# PAMELA HORN, The Rise and Fall of the Victorian Servepst. Stroud, Alan Sutton Publizhing, 1990, pp.
171-172.

5 ANTOINETTE FAUVE-CHAMOUX, Domestic Service and the Formation of Buropean Identity:
Understanding the Globalisation of Domestic Work, I6th-21st Centfurizs, Bern, Berlin, Brussels,
Frankfurt, New York, Oxford, Wien, Peter Lang, 2004.

§ VICTORIA K. HASKEWNS, CLAIRE LOWRIE (eds), Colonisation and Domestic Service: Historical and
Contemporary Perspectives, Abingdon, FRoutledge, 2015,



Nevertheless, Marx’s contemporaries and successors in male-dominated socialist
and labour movements tended to neglect the domestic workforce. Some even made
explicit what remained implicit in Marx’s work, suggesting that servants were not merely
outside of the working class but were 1n fact a counter-revolutionary force. [t was argued
that the conditions under which most servants laboured — working in private homes, often
alongside their female employers in tiny workforces of ones or twos, with little free time
to attend political meetings or socialise with other workers — presented insurmountable
difficulties to successful union organising and even the development of class
consciousness’.

Some domestic servants defied such
expectations and in the early decades of the twentieth
century they formed unions in many countries,
including Awustralia, Britain, Denmark, Finland,

Germany, New Zealand, Sweden and the USA. The

TI:ET' German Domestic Servants’ Union (est. 1906) was

(To the Editor.) one of the strongest, and was mitiated by Marxsts
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that you who are generally so ready to @ cause that was taken up once again in 1917 by the
lift along any good movement should  Central Union of Domestic Employees and continued

think fit to, ina way, throw cold . . ) ) -
water on the effort to start a national 10 the Weimar Republic. Membership peaked in

movement towards free immigration 1919 at 31,000 out of a total of 1,300,000 domestic
of girls. There is much that is ad-  gervants. In 1921 and again in 1927 it spearheaded

The Domestic Servants Problem.

The Domestic Servants

attempts to pass legislation regulating household service and limiting the working day,
although these ultimately failed.®

The Domestic Workers™ Union of Great Bratain and Ireland (est. 1909-10) was
far smaller — a maximum of 2,000 members at any one time — but was led from the grass
roots by domestic servants Kathlyn Oliver and Grace Neal, as well as Jessie Stephen of
the Scottish Federation of Domestic Workers (est. 1911), which merged with the national
union in 1913, They proudly declared their union to be an organisation by servants for
servants’ and refused to apologise to critics who complained that the union was
‘organised along class war lines’™

Thev rejected sentimentalised views of the mistress—servant relationship as
anvthing other than an employment contract, and insisted that domestic labour could be
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regulated and legislated for like any other job.® Around the same time, but on the other
side of the globe, class consciousness, pride in one’s work and claims to professional
status were also asserted by migrant Chinese amahs (skilled domestic servants,
household managers and governesses) 1n Southeast Asia, who formed networks, provided
accommodation for fellow servants during periods of unemployvment and assumed their
own professional dress !? These unions were inspired by a general upsurge in working-
class and fermimist militancy in this period, vet rarely received large-scale or active
support from either movement. As a result, they tended to be sporadic, short-lived and
disrupted by the First World War. Domestic worker organising in the inter-war period
was both galvamised and ultimately limited by the economic crisis of the 1930s and
coercive state welfare svstems that forced many former domestic servants (who had
briefly enjoved far higher wages as factory workers during the war) back into service!l.
Nevertheless, the real, if uneven, improvement in domestic servants’ pay and conditions
that occurred in the twentieth century must in part be attributed to both formal and
informal organising efforts by the workers themselves.

By the end of the Second World War, European domestic
life ceased to be structured around the assumed existence of a
permanent “live-in’ servant. In its Western social democratic
nations, improvements in housing and the mass production of ™' [0 0
household appliances lightened the burden of hcusemkrk; some
of this work (notably elder care and care for the sick) was brought
under the aegis of the welfare state rather than the private home.
The growing political power of the working classes made
domestic service appear even less appealing when compared to
jobs 1n the expanding sectors of retail and light manufacturing.
The post-war valorisation of domesticity propelled many middle-
and working-class women into the role of unwaged housewife, or
at least combiming this full-time responsibility with part-time
waged work. In 1973 the left-wing North American sociologist
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Lewis A Coser declared uncontroversially that the forces of modermisation had made
domestic service an almost entirely obsolete occupational role!?. Servants were
apparently consigned to history, vet they did not feature in the labour histories that
flourished during this high point of social democracy. E. P. Thompson’s heterodox
Marxism, which famously shunned the scientific socialism of Stalinism in favour of a
more humanistic vision of class as a “relationship™ rather than a “thing’, stopped short at
incorporating domestic servants into a history of The Making of the English Working
Class (1963). Although Thompson acknowledged that, next to agricultural workers,
servants were “the largest single group of working people’during the whole period of the
Industrial Revolution™, he did not examine their place in class struggle.!* The discipline
of history was 1tself greatly influenced by the teleology of Marx’s historical materialism,
so that historians of class, work and social change followed a plot line that had no room
for servants 4

Since the beginning of the twentieth century, feminists (some of them domestic
workers themselves) have been arguing for the economic value of domestic labour,
rejecting Marxist-influenced understandings of it as “unproductive’.!* This argument was
made even more strongly with the rise of the Women’s Liberation Movement the 1970s
and 1980s. All feminists asserted the value of the unwaged work they performed in the
home and argued that men should take an equal share 1n it. Socialist feminists of many
hues emphasised how “capitalism also depends on domestic labour™, arguing that the
factory system relied upon a healthy and disciplined mainly male workforce, which was
enabled by wives at home cooking, cleaning and caring for their husbands and raising the
next generation of workers. A particular current associated with the Wages for
Housework Movement in Britain, Italy and the USA argued that the category of the
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proletaniat needed to be expanded to include unwaged housewives and that the home was
as much a site of struggle as the factory:

In the name of “class struggle” and “the unified interest of the working class’ the
Left has always selected certain sectors of the working class as revolutionary subjects
and condemned others to a merely supportive role in the struggles these sectors were
waging. The Left has thus reproduced in its organisational and strategic objectives the
same divisions of the class that characterise the capitalist division of labour.!®

These debates initially focused upon the unwaged housewife, rather than the
waged domestic worker. This in part reflected the nature of the labour market in the
historical moment and geographical location in which these “second wave’ Western
feminists were writing. In the global south the demand for domestic servants did not
decline in the decades following the Second World War. Struggles for independence and
ensuing decolonisation certainly saw the end of the old colonial servant-employing class,
but new postcolomal elites continued to employ servants, while the sudden withdrawal of
capital by former colonisers created havoc and unemplovment, increasing the numbers of
people resorting to domestic work!’.

In the last few decades, the number of domestic workers globally grew by almost
20 million between 1995 and 2010.1% Since the 1980s, paid domestic labour has rapidly
expanded to become a central feature of neo-liberalism and globalization. As welfare
states have been attacked and the majonity of women in the global north are now

employed outside the home (over 70% in Britain), some
| reproductive labour such as convenience food and private childcare
has been outsourced to the commercial sphere, and more and more
. middle-class families have once again begun to emplov domestic
_ workers in their own homes. In the UK around 448,400 people
! worked as cleaners across the industry 1n 2010, emploved by as
S\ many as one in 10 British households, and 37% of those in England
were migrant workers !® Global inequality has thus been key to

o delivering cheap labour back into British homes, and many migrant
TS'{EERVAN'E'\’ROBLEM domestic workers are enmeshed in a global chain of care that
e el requires them to outsource the care of their own homes and families

S8 in their countries of origin 20
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The importance of migration to the twenty-first-century domestic service industry
has also led to a rise in the number of male domestic workers in the West. In Italy, where
this phenomenon 1s most pronounced, men have made up as much as 17% of declared
domestic workers in 1996, fluctuating at around 10 to 11% in the first decade of the
twenty-first century. The vast majority are migrants from East Asia and Latin America 2!
Immigration controls and fear of deportation among undocumented workers and those
whose visa 15 sponsored by their emplovers, in addition to a more general hostile
environment affecting all migrant workers, make i1t difficult to assert even the limited
employment rights currently in place 22

Yet many migrants have become involved in, and indeed spearheaded, a
resurgence in domestic workers™ unions and pressure groups demanding governmental
and international legislative intervention. These organising efforts began in the global
south 1n the 1980s and were brought to the global north 1n the early twenty-first century,
primarily by migrating Caribbean, Latin American and Asian domestic workers?® In
Britain, some of the most significant gains made by cleaners in the last decade or so have
been won by small grassroots migrant workers® unions such as the Cleaners and Allied
Independent Workers Union, the Independent Workers of Great Britain and United
Voices of the World, although these have tended to focus on workers in offices and
public institutions rather than private homes®*. On a global scale, trade unions have
begun to give greater recognition to domestic workers and 1n 2011 the International
Labour Organization passed Convention 189 Concerning Decent Work for Domestic
Workers?® At the time of writing, this Convention is now in force in 32 nations, but has
not been ratified 1n Britain, where cleaners on average earn around £9 44 per hour, less
than the national living wage

DOMESTIC WORKERS HAVE RIGHTS

If you work in a home, cleaning, cooking, caring for a child,
doing laundry or other domestic service, you have the right to:

« Be free from discrimination on the job
« Payment of at least the state minimum wage

« Overtime pay after 40 hours of work in a week

@)=
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Over these last few decades the domestic servants of the past have begun to be
written back into the history of capitalism, impenalism and class formation. Leonore
Davidoff's pioneering work traced how the British industrial revolution, that laboratory
of early industrial capitalism attended to so closely by Marx and Engels, generated both
the matenial and ideological separation of home and work. This was accompamied by a
gendered division of labour that relegated women’s economic activity to the private
sphere and rendered it non-work. In showing how domestic labour came to be devalued
and defined as unproductive, Davidoff also revealed the historical conditions under
which Marx’s own thinking on servants was shaped. Instead. Davidoff maintained that

industrial capitalism was founded upon the unwaged
and low paid labour of housewives and domestic
servants in the family home. She also highlighted
domestic servants’ importance in defining and
affirming middle-class identity, offering a different
perspective on the ‘lickspittles™ and ‘flunkies’ so
derided by Marx 27 In Davidoff s view such servants
were not unproductive but, on the contrary,
performed the crucial ideological and matenial labour
of class formation2® Whereas Davidoff's emphasis
was on the metropole, Anne McClintock examined
the central role of domesticity, domestic labour and
domestic servants in the formation of the British
Empire, drawing an affinity between the “denial of the
value of women's domestic work in the industrial
metropolis and the devaluing of colonised labour in
the cultures coming under violent imperial rule” 2°
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More recently, historians have begun to bring domestic servants into labour
history, to tell a different story about “the making of the working class’™. Carolyn
Steedman has done this for eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century England, disrupting
the “plot’ of Thompsonian social history by placing servants at the centre of accounts of
modern labour and property law. Writing about a period before the stigmatisation of
domestic labour that Davidoff recounted, Steedman insisted upon treating eighteenth-
century servants not as “dirty disgusting. .. social others’ but as workers who, “with the
means available to them in a profoundly inequitable society’, were aware of and asserted
their legal rights * Selina Todd’s history of “the rise and fall of the [British] working

27 KARL MARY, Grundrisse, Londen, Penguin Books, 1993, p. 401

2 1 EONORE DAVIDOFE, “Mastered for Life”: Servant and Wife in Victorian and Edwardian England, in
wJournal of Social Historys, 1974, 7, pp. 406—428; LEONORE DAVIDOFF, CATHERINE HALL, Family
Fortunes: Men and Women of the English Middle-Class, 1750-1830, London, Hutchinson, 1937; LEONORE
DAVIDOFF, MEGAN DOCLITTLE, JANET FINK, KATHERINE HOLDEX, The Family Story: Blood Contract and
Intimacy, 1830-1960, Harlow, Longman 1999,

28 AMNE MCCLINTOCE, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest. London,
Eoutledge, 1095 p. 138.

3 CAROLYM STEEDMAMN, Labours Lost, cit, p- 17, pp. 26-28; zee also Carclyn Steedman, Naster and
Servant: Love and Labour in the Englizh Industrial Age Cambridge Cambridze University Prass, 2007,

40



class’ has argued that, far from being marginal to this story, servants should be
understood as barometers of social change and the fortunes of the wider working class.?!
Todd has also called for historians not just to attend to the personalised aspects of the
mistress—maid relationship, but also to take a labour-history approach to understanding
how wages and conditions shaped experiences of service *? A 2015 special issue of the
journal International Labor and Working-Class History, "Historicizing Domestic Workers
Organizing Resistance’, edited by Eileen Bons and Premilla Nadasen, reveals the extent
to which such a project 1s now being undertaken from a global perspective. Premilla
Nadasen’s history of African-American domestic workers, who organised collectively in
the 1950s—70s, highlighted the persistence of domestic service in the USA even after the
Second World War, whereby 1n 1960 one-third of all employed African-American
wommen were household workers. This bucking of the Western European trend towards
decline serves as a reminder of the importance of race and the legacies of slavery in
structuring the domestic labour market and cutting across the gains made by a (white
male) labour movement?® Histories of domestic servants’ efforts to transform the
conditions under which they labour point towards possibilities and offer lessons for
future workplace activism in economies that are imcreasingly service- rather than
manufacturing-based. The shift in terminology from “servants” to “domestic workers® 1s
significant — an indication that it is no longer possible to refuse to recognise them as
agents of their own history.
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