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ABSTRACT

This thesis is concerned with the impact that mass unemployment had on the lives
of women living in Lanarkshire’s industrial towns and villages during the interwar
years. Betore the onset of the Depression, Lanarkshire was renowned for its
distinctive male identity, with women being only marginally involved in the public
world of work and politics. However, the closure of many of Lanarkshire’s collieries
and steel and iron works during the interwar period threatened the gender ‘norms’
upon which community life was based. Thus, the issue at the centre of this work is

the extent to which gender and power relations within the family, but also in the

wider community, were altered by the experience of the Depression.

It 1s argued that the Depression facilitated the increased presence of women in the
public sphere, with many wives and mothers attempting to make social welfare
concerns, such as housing and child health care provision, high profile issues.
Moreover, as male unemployment reached unprecedented levels, women often found
themselves in the position of being the new ‘providers’. Thus, the chapters in this
thesis will examine women 1n relation to the family economy, popular culture, paid

employment and public protest.

This thesis attempts a ‘reshaping’ of Lanarkshire’s interwar history by analysing
the subject in terms of gender and gender 1dentities. Most research on industrial
communities during the Depression has tended to be viewed solely from a male
perspective and has focused on the intricacies of industrial decline, the fortunes of
the trade union movements and the miners’ strikes of the 1920s. By investigating the
private world of the family, as well as the public 1ssue of welfare politics, this thesis
restores women to the analysis, while challenging the conventional historiography

that has classified women as being ‘silenced, suppressed and passive’.
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MAP OF NORTH LANARKSHIRE

The map below shows the locations of the main towns and wvillages mentioned in this
thesis.

N.B. The map illustrates the modern local authority junisdiction of North Lanarkshire
Council, outlining the boundaries that have been in existence since the most recent
local authority reorganisation of 1996.
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MAP OF SOUTH LANARKSHIRE

The map below shows the locations of the main towns and villages mentioned in this
thesis.

N.B. The map illustrates the modern local authority jurisdiction of South Lanarkshire
Council, outlining the boundaries that have been in existence since the most recent
local authority reorganisation of 1996.
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Historical Background

Lively street scenes were witnessed around the Cross and
Brandon Street last night when there was another march of
the workless ... numbering some three or four thousands
the marchers set their faces downhill marching in columns
of fours and keeping good order in their ranks. Women
were prominent among the marchers and despite the
undoubted difficulties many of them experienced under

the Means Test, they yet presented a cheery front.’

The *hvely street scenes’ reported above were witnessed 1n and around the
Lanarkshire town of Motherwell in March 1933. Demonstrations were by no means
unusual 1n Lanarkshire during the interwar period, nor was the involvement of women
in such public and open displays of protest. Despite this, accounts of the period have
continued to characterise working-class women as ‘victims weighed down by poverty,
children and violent men, unable to exert any control over their daily lives’.” It will be
the purpose of this thesis to challenge such enduring images, by investigating the impact
that mass unemployment had on the lives of women living in Lanarkshire’s industrial

towns and villages during the interwar years.

The area at the time was renowned for its distinctive male identity. In terms ot
demographics, males outnumbered females at every census from 1841 to 1931, which
was in marked contrast to Scotland as a whole.” Lanarkshire owed its development, its
politics and its character to industries in which women were only marginally involved.
The culture of the local coal, iron and steel industries had accentuated the supremacy of

the male breadwinner over the female, which in turn defined femininity as something to

be sustained within the home.

The close links between work and culture, but also work and identity, in industrial
communities have been advanced by many writers. For example, as Howard discovered
in his study of the autobiographies of miners and miners’ wives, the information

contained within these texts ‘points to work and the organisation and conditions of work



as the primary conditioner of consciousness, since the pit 1s almost always the
mechanism through which the subject is identified and defined’.* Similarly, in
Investigating the impact of mass unemployment on three working-class localities
between the wars, Macintyre identified a situation where ‘the wage earning role of the
husband and the domestic duties of the wife’ had given ‘rise to an oppressively

masculine definition of the public sphere, and pushed the female to the margins of

organised collective activity’.’

Just as women gathered their models of womanhood from a variety of sources and
had societal norms and values to aspire to, men were also confronted with ‘ideals’
relating to masculinity.® Mary Murphy identified in her recent study of the copper
mining city of Butte, Montana, that between the wars ‘working-class masculinity or
manliness was intimately related to work and 1ts skills, to camaraderie and to the quality
of “toughness™.” Men had to be physically and mentally tough to withstand the rigours
involved 1n such heavy work. However, Murphy noted that in the 1920s these notions of
manliness were ‘joined by new, less work-related models of masculinity. Increasingly,
public attention was devoted to men’s roles as father and husband, to notions of
marriage based on companionship’ S H. V. Morton made such observations with regards

to the connections between work and identity in his account of a visit to a Motherwell

steel plant 1n 1929:

[ went into an enormous city of steel. They told me how
many miles of railway track it contained, but I have
forgotten... I could see only the drama of Man, with his
soft little body and his puny white arms, torturing this
terrible metal into life, heating it until it screamed .... Men
stood at the mouth of furnaces with long rakes, like devils

at the mouth of hell.

Steel workers at home are probably kind to their children
and to their wives. They probably love dogs and grow

vegetables. There is nothing human about them at work ...



on their faces is the sweat of heat and 1n their casual

bearing the contempt of familiarity.’

T'he image of the male breadwinner as sole provider for his dependant wife and
children was one of the most powerful images used not only to represent but also to
justify the ‘gendering’ of the public and the private spheres.'’ This could be seen with
regards to waged labour. The public world of work remained highly patriarchal, and
agencies like the Scottish Trade Union movement failed to challenge the ‘prevailing
system of gender apartheid’.'' As has been argued 1n studies by Hurstfield and
McKibbin, the state also played an important role in marginalising the significance of
female unemployment.'* It was the popular view that unemployment struck at men’s
1dentities as workers, while women were affected primarily as wives and mothers.
Many interwar surveys focused upon the psychological distress suffered by men who
lost the weekly routines and personal satisfactions associated with work. On the other
hand, 1t was assumed that unemployment did not significantly alter women’s everyday
lives and that they simply carried on with their daily routines within the privacy of the
home."” The fact that women have been so openly excluded from contemporary studies

of industrial communities has only served to perpetuate such false ideas.

[t can be argued that the First World War also played a significant part in shaping the
gender discourses that characterised the interwar period. Susan Kingsley Kent has
contended that the ‘blurring of gender lines occasioned by the upheaval of war and the
social and economic disorder that followed’ led many in society to see in a ‘re-
establishment of sexual difference the means to create a semblance of order’.'* As cited
by Wodak, a definitive ideal of womanhood permeated politics and society, with
attempts being made to re-establish and orchestrate the behaviour of females through
the categorisation of women as ‘exalted housewives and mothers’, confined to a private
sphere.'” Indeed, as Breitenbach and Gordon have shown, middle-class ideals of
housewifery and domestic economy were still being used to police working-class
women in the 1930s.'® However, the gender discourses of the interwar period were
largely incompatible with the economic realities of many working-class people’s lives.

This was because the ‘male breadwinner norm was fictional in many, perhaps most,



working-class families because of the low pay, unemployment, disability or absence of

an adult male’.!”

The industrial communities of Lanarkshire were representative of the problems, both
social and economic, that the Depression caused at a local level. The Lanarkshire
economy was based almost entirely on the manufacture of steel and iron, and the mining
of coal. The development of mining in Lanarkshire had occurred over three distinct
periods. Extensive mining of fossil fuel did not begin until the 1830s, although domestic
coal had been used for centuries. In each decade after 1830, new districts witnessed the
transtformation brought about by more intensive and larger scale mining operations.
Between the 1830s and 1840s, mining centred on the triangle of Coatbridge, Airdrie and
Holytown. It then moved outwards to Motherwell and Wishaw in the 1840s and 1850s.

It was also 1n the 1850s that Motherwell became a centre of the malleable iron
industry, with David Colville proceeding to open the Dalzell works in the town in
1872.'° The period of expansion continued into the 1870s, with large collieries being
opened 1n the Hamilton, Larkhall, Blantyre and Cambuslang districts. By the early

1870s, and the end of this first phase of development, the western coalfields were

producing some 80% of all Scottish coal.'”

The next phase 1n the industry’s development in Lanarkshire lasted from the 1870s
until World War One. During this period the tonnage mined and the numbers employed
in the Scottish coal industry roughly doubled.”” Lanarkshire’s population increased
substantially during this phase of development. For example, in 1871 the combined
population of Motherwell and Wishaw had been 17,511, but by 1911 1t had risen to
65,643, a four-fold increase.’! At the same time, however, there was a move towards the
more intensive exploitation of the eastern coalfields. Indeed, whereas in 1870 the west
central field produced 80% of Scotland’s coal, in 1913 this had been cut back to just
over half the total by the astonishing growth of the eastern coalfields.”* Nevertheless, by

1910, 220 of Scotland’s 499 collieries remained 1n [anarkshire.*



The final phase, which is the subject of this study, constituted the twenty years after
1918, and was one of massive decline. Scotland’s economy in the interwar era
experienced insurmountable structural problems that owed something to the legacy of
the First World War itself, but which owed much more to changing conditions in
domestic and world markets. The result of these deleterious trends was a contraction in
the size of the textiles, shipbuilding, coalmining and iron and steel industries and the
emergence of mass unemployment ‘which cast baleful shadows across the strongholds
of heavy industry in the west central belt’.** It was due to these problems being
structural, rather than cyclical in nature, that they affected the heavy industries

disproportionately to the rest of the economy..25

Lanarkshire, particularly north Lanarkshire, was most affected by structural
unemployment, although cyclical influences increased the proportion of the population
out of work between 1931 and 1935 to one third.*® Indeed, Motherwell and Wishaw
experienced unemployment rates of 49% and 53% respectively during late 1932 and
early 1933.%” An additional problem was that many of the area’s workable seams were
exhausted; fresh iron ore and supplies of high grade coke were no longer available.”® As

a result of this, and changing managerial strategies, coal production contracted by 28%

between 1929 and 1932.%

Consolidation in the steel industry between 1933 and 1937 was also responsible tor

increasing unemployment. By 1936 Colville controlled over 90% of Scottish steel

capacity but this concentration of ownership was accompanied by a closure of old plants
in Lanarkshire. The ‘Steelopolis’ of Motherwell particularly suffered from this trend,
with the Globe Works plant and Brandon Bridge Company closing in 1931 and 1933
respectively. The Motherwell Iron and Steel Company closed 1ts gates 1n 1934.°° A
further complication encountered by the local iron industry was that its obsolescent blast

furnaces could no longer compete with the more modern English and continental

3]
models.

The government was aware of the particular problems that faced industrial areas like

Lanarkshire. In real terms more money was being spent on Poor Law provision in the



1930s than had been the case in the 1890s. For example, in 1934, 9% of the Scottish

population was dependant on poor relief, whereas in 1890 the figure had stood at 2%.2

It was due to statistics such as these that the government was forced to appoint

commissioners to identify the most depressed areas in Britain and advise on what may

be done to help them. The Depressed Areas Bill was presented to Parliament in

November 1934, with the Special Areas (Development and Improvement) Act being

passed a month later.

Under the terms of the act, England and Wales were represented by one
commissioner, Sir Malcolm Stewart, and Scotland came under the charge of the
businessman, Sir Arthur Rose.”” Not all areas in Scotland, for example Glasgow and
Edinburgh, were brought under the jurisdiction of the Act but Lanarkshire was given the
dubious distinction of being classed as one of the ‘Special’ areas that was in need of
assistance. The government took the optimistic view that the ‘temporary difficulties’ of
the depressed regions would be ‘significantly eased by the timely intervention of its
newly appointed commissioners’.”* However, in Special areas like Lanarkshire and

Durham the Commissioners proved unable to develop any fundamentally new approach

to the problem of chronic regional unemployment.

The starkness of the situation facing Lanarkshire was not lost on any of its residents.
In 1933, the Motherwell Times printed an article under the banner *Are Our Local
Collieries Doomed?’>> By that date the impact of closures, further mechanisation and
job rationalisation had accounted for the loss of 3000 jobs in Motherwell’s mining
industry alone. The closure of pits in the neighbouring villages of Bellshill, Orbiston,
Cleland and Carfin was responsible for many more redundancies.’® This was the
region’s first experience of modern unemployment and life on the dole. In the past,
unemployment had been a phenomenon that might be expected to recur from time to
time but which would always alternate with far longer spells of work. For many, this

37
was no longer the case.



Historiography

T'he Depression in Britain has traditionally been understood within a ‘standard of
living’ framework. Perspectives have fallen into two categories; the ‘pessimists’ who
claim that the period is best remembered as a time of massive unemployment and falling
living standards;® and the ‘optimists’ or ‘revisionists’ who are drawn towards evidence
of positive social and economic changes in the lives of the mass of the population.”
Indeed, A.J.P. Taylor summarised the issue contested by those people researching the
period when he asked, ‘which was more significant for the future — over a million

unemployed or over a million private cars?’*

There are various problems associated with assessing the Depression within a
standard of living framework, from either the pessimistic or revisionist points of view.
The most obvious criticism that can be levelled at such an approach is that, in
attempting to 1dentify numerical trends and categorise groups of people, it
oversimplifies the period. Indeed, few generalisations can be made about the Scottish
experience of the ‘Devil’s decades®*', let alone the British one. As T.C. Smout argued,
an 1ndividual’s experience of the Depression depended on ‘who you were, where you

lived, and whether the shadow of unemployment fell on your life or passed you by’.**

While the total size of the labour force in coalmining contracted in Lanarkshire by
>3% between the wars, for example, the service-based economies of Aberdeen and
Edinburgh escaped the worst effects of economic depression.* Moreover, as A.D.
Campbell argued, figures taken between 1924 and 1948 indicate that Scottish real
Incomes rose as a whole by about 40%, half of that coming in the Depression, and half
thereafter.** The middle classes in Scotland benefited particularly from this trend, as
rarely more than 5.5% of them were unemployed during the thirties.”> As these figures
show, national statistics and surveys were, and remain, incapable of creating a complete
portrayal of how the Depression impaired local economies and communities. Indeed,
little consideration has been given to what Harvie called the ‘unlovely “third Scotland”,
sprawled from South Ayrshire to Fife ... neither much liked nor at all well known ...

lacking city facilities or country traditions’.*



When historians have chosen to analyse the interwar period using a ‘community’
model, however, the approach has not been without its problems. For example, most of
what has been written about coal mining communities has been very limited in focus.
There has been an over-concentration on the intricacies of industrial decline, the
fortunes of the trade union movement and the failures of the miners’ strikes of the
1920s, as best demonstrated in the work of Arnot, Church and Supple..47 The 1ssues that

have gained recognition could be classed as being specifically male in nature, a problem

that has atfected most studies of mining areas, regardless of time and place.

Sociologists, such as Bulmer and Salaman, have also attempted to analyse mining
regions within a community context. Bulmer recognised how ties of loyalty and a sense
of community bound many people who lived in mining districts to each other. He
viewed them as being ‘separate’ communities with ‘their own myths, heroes and social
standards’.*® Such findings complement sociological models of the ‘occupational
community’, whose members Salaman defined as being ‘affected by their work 1n such
a way that their non-work lives are permeated by their work relationships, interests and
values’.*” However, focusing on the ‘masculine’ domain of work fails to explain the

role or experiences of women living within industrially-based communities.

This was recognised by Ronald Frankenberg in his critique of accounts of mining
communities, with him observing that most have internalised the ‘male miners’ eye
view’ at the expense of women who lived within the same social groups.’” Indeed, while
most contemporary works of social history have attempted to include women, a
criticism that could be levelled at studies of industrial communities 1s that women are

still ‘tagged on, not integrated into the overall understanding of a society or even its

parts”..51

Angela V. John directed such criticisms at coalmining history as it stood almost

twenty years ago, and unfortunately her concerns have yet to be rectitied:

In this field women have been accorded only scant

attention. Not only have they been ignored as waged



workers ... but even in the many districts where they did
not work at the pit, their position has tended to be viewed
solely in terms of the wife’s “back-up support” for the
male miner .... Instead of being incorporated into a pre-

defined andocentric structure of mining history,

approaching the subject by and through female perspective
can begin to help the reshaping of that history itself, >

This thesis will attempt a ‘reshaping’ of Lanarkshire’s interwar history by
disregarding the various stereotypes that surround the concept of the industrial
community. Analysis of the subject will be approached in terms of gender and gender
1dentities, something that has been missing from previous accounts of Lanarkshire. For
example, Alan Campbell has conducted extensive research on the Scottish coal industry
during the early twentieth century, including parts of Lanarkshire, (though not
specifically on the Depression), with his objective being to ‘... reconstruct the social
and labour history of an important body of workers’ i.e. men.”> However, Campbell’s
approach, like that of Paul Brook Long, has over-concentrated on the experiences of the
male breadwinner, while failing to discuss family power structures and gender

relations.”® This work will address this imbalance by restoring women to the analysis.

Recognition must be given to the 125,000 adult women in Lanarkshire who had no

career under normal economic conditions and whose experience of the Depression was
not one of dole queues and the ‘buroo’.” When a man became unemployed he was faced
with the problems of a loss of occupation and responsibility, but precisely the opposite
difficulty was presented to his wife, or in some cases, daughter or sister. She was called
upon to carry out her domestic responsibilities with less money and 1n many cases she
had to find some way of earning money to keep the family. This has been substantiated
in the work of Ross, Roberts and Tebbutt.>> They have argued that women’s networks

and survival strategies were of crucial importance to many working-class tamilies, and

that the efforts of these ‘sub-penny capitalists’, as John Benson christened them, should

not be forgotten.56

* Employment Exchange
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Thus, a common theme running through this work is the interdependence that existed
between women, families and communities. In Lanarkshire, as in many industrial areas
at that time, people formed allegiances to their town or village, much of which was
based on a shared sense of place and experience.”’ These ties of loyalty were best
demonstrated during times of crisis, with the Stanrigg Pit disaster of 1918 providing a
powerful example. On 9 July 1918, at the Stanrigg Colliery in New Monklands,
Lanarkshire, nineteen men and boys lost their lives when they were ‘entombed by an
inrush of moss, the bog-like soil which covered the pit workings’. The youngest victim,
58

Bernard McAdams was just fourteen and the eldest, John Queen, was sixty-six.

However, until the bodies of all the miners had been recovered, most members of the

small mining community gathered together and held a vigil beside the pit:

Work without remission by night and day, was continued

for nearly a week and relatives in some cases never left the
scene and the enormous crowd of human beings seemed to
increase rather than decrease. Sympathy and willingness to

help, more than morbid curiosity, was the prevailing

59
mood.

As was the case 1n many such communities following industrial accidents, people felt
obliged to help the families of the victims. Thus, a ‘disaster fund’ was established 1n
Stanrigg to assist the many women and children who had been affected. For over a
decade the fund helped the fourteen households that had lost male breadwinners as a
result of the disaster. For example, a Mrs Brady, who lost her husband and an eighteen
year old son in the accident, was provided with the money to help her and her seven
young children to emigrate to Canada. She continued to receive money from the fund
while living in Canada. May Queen, an illegitimate child who was being cared for by
her grandfather before he was killed in the mining disaster, was given financial
assistance by the fund until she reached adulthood.®” The actions of the people of
Stanrigg showed the ways in which the precarious and dangerous nature of the mining

industry forged links between neighbours and bound entire communities together.

11



In his study of British unemployment between the wars, Garside noted how coal
miners and their families had a ‘strong, almost immutable, tradition of local
community’.°' Indeed, Garside found that attempts by the government to relocate
unemployed miners to more prosperous regions of the country, where they had a greater

chance of gaining work, ultimately failed:

In coalmining districts the strongly developed sense of
home and community proved an enduring obstacle. Miners
saw little point in seeking an opening in an unfamiliar
industry and locale .... Between 40 and 50% of persons
transterred from Lancashire, South Wales and Scotland
during the period 1928-31 had subsequently returned

home. %

Joanna Bourke has discussed the meanings of ‘community’ within the context of
‘twentieth century histories of Britain’, in her book Working-class Cultures in Britain
[890-1939. She argued that, 1n general, a community is said to ‘include elements of
1dentification with a particular neighbourhood or street, a sense of shared perspectives
and reciprocal dependency’.®” This model is more inclusive than that of the
occupational community, as it does not hide from view those who did not gain their
1dentity solely through work, 1.e. women. As Bourke has shown, in the early twentieth
century the “culture of poverty’ contributed to the creation of a sense of community

among the working classes. Indeed, ‘community consciousness was a strategy for

coping with low and unpredictable incomes’.””

The most powerful factor at the centre of community relationships was gender. Some
authors have demonstrated how gender could have a direct impact on a person’s

experience of work, leisure and even poverty. For example, in his study ot working-

class culture in Salford and Manchester from 1900-1939, Andrew Davies argued that
poverty affected family members in different ways. Women were less likely to have

money available to spend on leisure, indicating that women’s living standards were

12



significantly lower than those of their husbands. Moreover, he felt that any examination

of male leisure patterns had important implications for understanding power relations
within the family in the early decades of the twentieth century.®® Davies found that

access to commercial leisure was structured by both gender and poverty. For men,

poverty and unemployment regulated access to the male domains of public houses and
football terraces, while for women ‘leisure was constrained by convention as well as by
shortages of time and money’.®® Both men and women faced pressure to limit their

spending on leisure for the sake of the family economy during times of increased

hardship, but as Davies notes, tensions were heightened by heavy spending on drink and

gambling by male ‘breadwinners’.®”’

Most writers have recognised that gender had a direct impact on women’s
experiences of paid employment in the early decades of the twentieth century but the
personal value that work held for women has traditionally been a highly contested topic.
In the 1970s and 1980s Elizabeth Roberts argued that domestic ideology grew stronger
among working-class women from the 1840s, culminating in ‘a full flowering’ during

the interwar period. She concluded that women worked because of financial necessity

and their ambition was to stop work and to be at home.®

Such views have come under increasing criticism in recent years.” For example,
Stephenson and Brown challenged the notion that working-class women only derived
their identity from domestic life and regarded work as a negative or peripheral

experience. They concluded, as part of their research on women’s memories of work 1n

Stirling, that:

In the pre-1939 context, in which proletarian women’s
access to leisure and sports was restricted, work was a
crucial part of women’s popular culture because the

workplace provided almost the only venue in which 1t

could develop.”

Similarly, MclIvor has suggested that the prevailing image of a quiescent female

13



labour force is a mythical one and that ‘work assumed a wide variety of forms and
meant different things to different individuals, depending partly on social class, age,
race and the region in which they resided’.”' This concurs with Devine’s argument that
although ‘1t is tempting to paint the experience of women in the interwar period in dark
colours ... women at the time did not see their lives in such negative terms’.’* Women
took on demanding and fulfilling responsibilities, including bringing up several
children, keeping their homes clean and tidy and managing tight household budgets.
Moreover, Devine suggests that, although some might see women as ‘ghetto-ized’ in the
home and 1n poorly paid jobs, ‘oral evidence suggests that groups as varied as domestic

servants, shop assistants, seamstresses, teachers and nurses derived considerable

satisfaction and pride from their work’.”

While much remains to be written about women’s experiences of work, poverty and
leisure 1n Lanarkshire, there has been some research conducted in relation to other
industrial regions of Britain. Ann McGuckin highlighted the experiences of working-
class women living in Glasgow’s Blackhill housing estate during the 1930s.”* She was
interested 1n the everyday experiences of the women, most of whom were desperately
poor. McGuckin found that they provided each other with mutual support and this
collective self-help was employed as a means of defence against poverty and the
insidious threat of eviction if rent payments were not maintained. Anderson and
Jamieson, in their studies of family life in Scotland during the early twentieth century,
have produced similar findings.”” They found that women often formed mutually
supportive networks in a joint struggle to do the best for their children and their

families.

The work of Annemarie Hughes has directed attention towards the position of
women on Clydeside during the interwar period, ‘and the complex inter-relationship
between different forms of working-class feminisms and behaviour’ ® For example,
through their active involvement in the Independent Labour Party, women tried to make
welfare issues a political concern. However, in keeping with the pre-war ideal ot
womanhood, ‘the identification of women’s practical politics as “personal” rather than

“public’™ continued.”’ Indeed, Hughes has suggested that such ‘sexual antagonism’ was
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the result of a situation on Clydeside where, owing to the extremities of the Depression,
masculinity was in ‘crisis’.”® The actions of women on Clydeside gives credence to the

appraisal that Breitenbach and Gordon applied to women in Scottish soclety in general

during the same period. They argued that, despite Scottish soclety in the early twentieth
century being ‘exceptionally male dominated’, the characterisation is problematic as it
seems to give rise too easily to the assumption that women were ‘silenced, suppressed
and passive’.”” Indeed, the participation of women in formal and informal workplace

and community struggles has generally been ignored in Scottish accounts of the

Depression, a situation that this thesis will attempt to rectify.

The exact nature of ‘power relations’ within working-class families and communities
during the early twentieth century has aroused the interest of historians. This is despite

the assertion by the anthropologists, Dennis et al, in their influential study Coal is Our

Life that:

It 1s not relevant in connexion with a study of family life
to describe 1n detail the activities of men. The wife, after
all, 1s essentially confined to the home and family, so that
her activities are always directly relevant to the functions
of tamily life. The significant aspect of the husband’s

participation in social life is its isolation from his family.®

It has been contended in other studies, however, that men and women were not
1solated from each other in such a strict sense, despite the phenomenon of public and
private spheres. Within the working-class family ‘the husband’s steadiness and capacity
to earn were not more important than the wife’s administration of the earnings’.”’
Indeed, the historiography of the Depression has seen the emergence of a debate
surrounding the important role of women as ‘household managers’ and the ways 1n
which it affected power relations within the family.** Some writers have viewed the role
of household manager as being one that actually empowered women. In Roberts’

studies of Lancaster during the early decades of the twentieth century, she attempted to

record the hidden lives of ordinary working-class women, through the use of extensive
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oral testimony. In doing this she stressed the importance of recognising the power which

families’.*> An Important way in which many women gained status during the

Depression was by competently managing scarce resources.

Bourke recognised behaviour similar to that noted above in her study of the changing
nature of women’s economic roles in Ireland. She found that, as there were few
employment opportunities for women, they were compelled to maximise their possible
economic contribution by focusing their energies on domestic work within the family
home as a way of increasing their bargaining power.** As has been discussed by Thane,
women 1n the labour movement between the wars also came to acknowledge the power
and control that women could potentially wield within the home. Labour women
‘sought a feminism which valued rather than devalued the home and maternal
experience of women without simultaneously devaluing women’s paid labour’. They

came to see ‘the home ... as potentially a base for the empowerment of women rather

than as necessarily the source of their inescapable bondage’.®’

Not all historians, however, have seen interwar domesticity as being an empowering
experience for women. Jan Lambertz and Pat Ayers applied a method similar to that of
Elizabeth Roberts 1n their studies of Liverpool, as indeed did Ellen Ross in her
investigation of working-class communities in London before the First World War.*® In
contrast to Roberts, they have taken a more conflictual view of family relationships,
seeing women’s responsibilities for managing household finances in terms of a
domestic burden imposed upon women, rather than as a source of power. In their
examination of family economy they drew attention to the importance of the allocation
of resources within the family and provided evidence of profound inequalities 1n living

standards, which were structured by gender roles.
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Methodology

T'he fact that little secondary material exists with regards to women’s lives during the
Depression means that the researcher must turn to alternative sources in order to
‘rediscover’ their stories. Rendall wrote in 1991 that ‘very rich source material exists
from which the history of women in Scotland might be written’ but owing to the
‘conservatism of academic establishments’ these materials had yet to be fully
exploited.®” Such a situation still exists in this new millennium in relation to Scottish
gender history and, when the situation is brought down to a regional level, the need for
more research becomes even clearer. In order to tell the story of women living in
Lanarkshire between the wars, this work has been based on a methodological approach
that combines the use of conventional documentary sources with retrospective

testimonies gathered through oral history interviews. The oral testimonies have proven
essential for the completion of this investigation into the nature of family life and

gender relations in Lanarkshire between the wars.

The problems associated with using oral testimonies as an historical source have
been well documented elsewhere.®® ‘Conventional’ historians have often regarded oral
testimonies as being unreliable and tainted by personal subjectivity, with Eric
Hobsbawm once describing them as a ‘remarkably slippery medium for preserving
facts’.%” However, it must be understood that for many groups, most notably women and
cthnic minorities, oral history continues to be one of the most efficient methods for
enabling their narratives of the past to be heard. Most official publications and reports
on unemployment tended to overlook conditions within the private sphere, especially in
regards to the everyday experiences of women. The majority of women were confined
to the home and so their history is rooted in the realities and experiences of everyday
life. As Thompson pointed out, the major strength of oral history lies in the ‘particular

facts and detailed accounts of everyday events’,”° the types of events that women were

most likely to be 1involved 1n.
This thesis, however, is not solely concerned with women in the home, but also with

those who entered the public sphere, in an attempt to highlight the problems facing them

and their families. Thus, a major attraction of using oral history in this case 1s that 1t
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‘can provide insights into people as agents, as well as subjects, of change’.”" This study
contains material from interviews with sixteen individuals, the maj ority of whom were
recruited through appeals published in the local press. This method of recruitment
obviously had implications for the representative nature of the project. For example, in
depending on appeals in the local press to attract participants a process of self-selection
had taken place prior to the interview. Moreover, a number of people responded to the
newspaper adverts with letters and supplied written accounts of their experiences. This
meant that before the interview process had commenced some participants had already

constructed a narrative with which they were comfortable. However, while this could be

considered a weakness of the survey, it was one that could not be avoided.

When interviews commenced in early 2002 over seventy years had already passed
since the beginning of Lanarkshire’s economic depression. This meant that there was
not a wide ‘pool’ available from which to select participants. Nevertheless, through
coincidence rather than design the sample did prove to be representative of the
households that existed in Lanarkshire between the wars. Interviews were conducted
with people from all over Lanarkshire, with some interviewees having been born in
industrial centres such as Coatbridge, and others in isolated mining villages such as
Hareshaw. The oldest participant was born in 1914 and the youngest in 1932, with both
sexes being represented 1in equal numbers. The people who volunteered to be
interviewed had lived in families where the heads of household were employed (or
unemployed) in many of the occupational sectors that dominated Lanarkshire’s
economy 1.€. mining, iron and steel production. Different types of family structures
were also represented. For example, households that were headed by women were part
of the sample, as well as families where there was only one child or, in complete

contrast, eight or nine siblings.

The interviews themselves were semi-structured in nature, in that they commenced
with some direct questions and then descended into a more ‘free-flowing’ format with
certain subjects being introduced into the conversation at the prompting of the
interviewer. This approach was felt to be the most appropriate method for reaching the

desired outcome of gaining data for the project, while discovering what the interviewees
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most wanted to talk to the interviewer about. This was in keeping with the approach that

Anderson and Jack recommended for the conducting of oral history interviews:

Realizing the possibilities of the oral history interview
demands a shift in methodology from information
gathering, where the focus is on the right questions, to
Interaction, where the focus is on the process, on the

dynamic unfolding of the subject’s viewpoint.”*

While conducting these interviews it was necessary to be mindful of the fact that my
presence would play some part in the narrative that each interviewee would eventually
construct. ['o use Summerfield’s definition ‘inter-subjectivity, understood as the
relationship between the narrator and his or her audience, is a necessary and inescapable
part of the production of memory’.”> My identity as a woman in her early twenties had
some bearing on the accounts that these elderly participants wanted to present. Some

were concerned that their anecdotes should have some ‘entertainment’ value for me,
with humour often being introduced to their narratives even if the subject matter was of
a sensitive nature. Moreover, my own subjectivity became apparent when I had to
prompt interviewees to discuss the more mundane aspects of everyday life such as
family budgets, shopping and housework. On the other hand I feel that the respondents
were able to relate to me on some level despite our differences in age and experience.
For example, as [ am from Lanarkshire I had the advantage of being a ‘local girl’, of
speaking like them and being familiar with the places to which they referred. This
allowed them to open-up to me in a way which may not have been possible with an

‘outsider’.

It has been important to view the transcripts or ‘memory texts’ that resulted from the
interviews as products of a relationship between a subject and their audience. However,
the oral testimonies in this thesis will hopefully be regarded as no less useful than
histories based on more conventional sources. As stated previously, care was taken to
use these oral testimonies in conjunction with surviving contemporary sources, not only

as a way of testing the accuracy of people’s recollections of events but also ot
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identifying the bias of those who were responsible for constructing the contemporary

record.

Using the methodological approach described above, each chapter works towards
creating a clearer picture of how gender and power relations within Lanarkshire were
aftected by the experience of the Depression. Chapter Two will concentrate specifically
on the theme of ‘family life’ and on the many women in Lanarkshire who did not work
In paid employment but performed the role of housewives. Key issues that will be

addressed 1nclude the impact that unemployment had on male and female relations

within the home and the effects of increased poverty on women’s everyday lives.

The third chapter on popular culture will discuss the strains (or otherwise) that the
quest for recreation placed on the relationships between married men and women. The
male ‘pub culture’ was a part of men’s leisure time that impacted directly on the lives of
many women 1n Lanarkshire. It was responsible for many marital disagreements but
also for influencing the types of leisure pursuits that women chose 1.e. temperance and
church organisations. In attending church and temperance meetings, women were
matching their social concerns with their recreational needs, while remaining firmly
aligned with ‘respectable’ Godly pursuits. Thus, 1t will be contended that women’s
social activities often came into direct conflict with the men who lived within their own

homes and communities.

The fourth chapter moves away from the private sphere and looks more closely at
those women who were engaged in paid employment in Lanarkshire between the wars.
Women who took up paid employment, whether out of financial need or through choice,
have been under-represented in historical research on Lanarkshire. This chapter will
attempt to ‘discover’ these women, while analysing the impact, if any, that their
employment had on work culture and female 1dentity in Lanarkshire. Moreover,
attention is paid to the involvement of women in industrial disputes and the question of

whether they protested as workers or on issues that were concerned with the private

sphere.
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Chapters Five and Six also focus on the public sphere and discuss the issue of
"welfare politics’ and the impact it had on Lanarkshire women. Chapter Five deals
specifically with the nature of female protest and organisation in Lanarkshire by
focusing on the actions of women within formal labour movements and political
groupings. Following the miners’ strikes of 1921 and 1926, women’s allegiance to
political organisations such as the Labour Party Women’s Sections and the Scottish Co-
operative Women’s Guilds began to grow. This chapter will address the issue of
whether or not the Depression facilitated the increased presence of women in
Lanarkshire’s male dominated public sphere and will argue that the interwar years
provided them with their first real opportunity to embrace the concept of women as

citizens with genuine political concerns, as well as being dutiful daughters and

housewives.

Chapter Six 1s a continuation of the themes raised i1n the previous section but it
focuses more closely on the actions of women who chose to campaign and organise
themselves outside formal political parameters. The chapter argues that women
attempted to make social welfare concerns, such as housing and child health care
provision, high profile 1ssues. Female militancy became increasingly apparent as
women engaged 1n regular confrontations with the local authorities and took part in
public mobilisations. Such activity will be used to support the theory that gender roles
in Lanarkshire were affected by the Depression and that, when the focus 1s placed on the
actions of women within the family and local community, new definitions of political

cifectiveness emerge.

The women in this investigation are not being viewed in 1solation. Only by
examining the networks between individuals, whether they be husband and wite or
mother and child, can power relations be truly understood. As Faragher, an historian of
American women, wrote: ‘an important step in creating a society of free and equal
women and men is the creation of a history of women and men in their real

94
connectedness’.
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This thesis will argue that the Depression had a distinct influence on the lives of
women in Lanarkshire, and placed pressure on the accepted culture of male dominance.
This thesis challenges the notion that, during the Depression, women were passive
observers. In the patriarchal society that was Lanarkshire, women attempted to make
unemployment and poverty women’s 1ssues. Moreover, as male unemployment reached
unprecedented levels, women often found themselves 1n the position of being the new

‘providers’.

Women gained empowerment through their ability to keep home, family and
community together. However, the wives and mothers in this work should not be
viewed as atypical. The challenges faced by these women were representative of those
being experienced by working-class tamilies in towns and villages throughout most of
the industrial world during the Depression. In this refocused account of Lanarkshire’s

industrial communities, such women will finally be given a voice.
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CHAPTER TWO

MANAGING FAMILY LIFE




INTRODUCTION

The ability to ‘make ends meet’” was a fundamental component in the widely

understood definitions of what it meant to be a ‘good wife’, or a ‘good husband’, in

many Lanarkshire homes and neighbourhoods between the two world wars. If a family
was seen to be struggling to exist on the income coming into that particular household,
it was often the abilities of the wife that were brought into question. From the point of
view of local authorities, blaming women for not being thrifty or not budgeting properly
could provide a rationalisation for low-cost ‘solutions’ to poverty, such as ‘education’
for mothers, rather than supplementary income and nutrition provisions. On the other
hand, men’s insecure wages or failure to find employment, were somewhat less readily

attributed to personal moral deficiency. A new understanding of men’s problems as

breadwinners tended to absolve them from blame.

The years of Depression severely challenged one of the most fundamental of criteria
for masculinity, that of breadwinner status. Indeed, in a district like Lanarkshire where
clear distinctions were drawn between the male and female spheres, work conferred a
status on working-class men that no other activity or attribute could replace. Oral
testimony clearly shows admiration for men who worked 1n the mines and 1ron works of
Lanarkshire and the “‘manly’ standing that these occupations held, both within the home
and 1n the wider community. One man, recalling the rituals that accompanied his
father’s arrival home after a shift in the coal mine, demonstrated the respect that was

reserved for the family breadwinner:

The pit boots came off and some of us would clean them.
You took them out the back and you scraped all the muck
off them and brushed them up and he went out to work the
next morning with his boots all shining. And his moleskins
were taken out, and you used to have kind of wire brushes,
to scrape all the hard muck off them, you know what I

1
mean?’
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Another interviewee remembered the men who worked in the steel and iron works in his

area, and the smells and sights associated with the men who worked in such ‘manly’

occupations:

And you could smell the workers coming out of the
Lanarkshire yonder, you know, or Dalziel’s or whatever. It
was a kind of an oily, irony smell you know, they sat next
to you and you knew this guy’s working in the
Lanarkshire because of the smell off him. It wasn’t a

repulsive smell, you know, but it was the Lanarkshire

smell.

Women also had a clearly defined role, that of housekeeper and carer. Furthermore,
they were judged by other members of the family unit in terms of their ‘usefulness’.
While husbands often judged their wives in terms of their abilities to keep the home
functioning on an ever declining budget, the same can also be said of their children.
Often, when interviewees were asked to describe their mother’s personality or character
and what they remembered most about her, the majority responded in a similar way;
they described their mother in terms of her ‘usefulness’ or abilities in the home. For
example, one woman’s assessment of her mother was that ‘my mother was good, she
was a good housewife, you know, she done her best’.> Another respondent described his

mother in glowing terms, but again in relation to how she performed as a housekeeper:

She was a perfect mother, you know. She could knit and
sew. She could make a suit, she could bake, cook ... My
mother was clever in that way with her hands, and she
looked after us very well but she didn’t speak anything

about her life.*

It was felt, however, that unemployment, and the poverty that often accompanied it,
posed more problems for men than it did for women, an argument which has been
perpetuated in recent studies of the period. For example, Macintyre has argued that

‘since the recreational world of the male was closely tied to work, he was likely to find
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unemployment more disturbing than the woman, whose round of informal social
intercourse was less vulnerable’.” This is true in part, as the lives of women were more
closely tied to the home than any workplace. However, the effects of unemployment
permeated this private sphere of the home, the traditional domain of women, and as

such their lives were duly affected, something which is too often overlooked.

Groups that were formed to highlight the problems facing mining families, by raising
government and public awareness, often portrayed men and women within the same
families 1n quite different ways. This can be seen in a 1928 circular entitled ‘Appeal on
Behalt of Unemployed Miners and their Dependants’ that was issued by the National
Union of Scottish Mineworkers.” While the obvious bias of such a source must be
noted, as the NUSM was trying to use sentimentality to gain financial support, it
nevertheless provides an interesting insight into how the roles of men and women were
portrayed at the time. For example, the circular acknowledged that ‘a feeling of despair
1s creeping into the minds of men’, but at the same time 1t characterised miners as being
‘strong and courageous, typical of the best of our race’. On the other hand, the appeal
described wives and mothers in the following terms: ‘the women, long suffering and
patient, are doing their best under the most cruel circumstances. Gradually but surely
their anxieties and privations are sapping their health, mentally and physically’. It can

be seen that women were portrayed as victims rather than active agents, while men were

cast 1n a more heroic role.

This chapter will argue that within the family, women were far from being victims of
circumstance. In families affected by unemployment and low wages, women were
ultimately the new ‘providers’. The extremities of the Depression forced women to take
on roles that had in the past been typically the preserve of men. As Chinn has discussed
in his work, the desire to see women of those times as ‘merely the tools or dupes of their
men belittles their determined efforts to overcome the often insuperable problems which
beset them’.’ Indeed, he has gone as far as to make the case for a ‘hidden matriarchy’,
where women gained power through the twin roles of mother and household manager.
In controlling the family finances women were able to leave men ‘the semblance of
power whilst they, in reality, controlled the family’ ® This chapter will also discuss the

impact that increased poverty had on women’s everyday lives. Thereafter, it will be
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argued that, despite the obstacles that the oppressive masculine culture placed before

them, Lanarkshire women were also deserving of the accolade of being ‘strong and

courageous’.

Family Finances

Most wives were responsible for dealing with the family budget, and factors like
wage levels, poor relief and unemployment benefit were therefore of major concern to
them. After handing a portion, or all, of their wages or benefit payments to their wives,
husbands largely avoided further involvement in household affairs and maintenance.
For example, one woman stated: ‘I always remember my father saying “Here’s my
docket Bess”. And he put it on the mantlepiece and then she put out whatever had to be
used’.” This practice seems to have been common in many Lanarkshire homes. Any

children living in the home who earned a wage or received benefits were also expected

to contribute to the family purse.

Whether the main source of the family income was from an actual wage, or from
unemployment benefits, the monetary value of both sources decreased as the Depression
continued. This was particularly true of wages gained through mining. A Scottish Office
report of 1928 recognised that ‘the rate of earnings of even fully employed miners is
certainly not high. On a five-shift basis 1t works out for the underground worker
somewhere in the neighbourhood of 45/- a week’. An above ground worker on a five
shift week, was found to earn on average 35/- a week. However, 1n both cases 1t was
found that the amount was ‘subject to substantial deductions of various kinds e.g.
payments of accrued arrears of rent’.'’ Wages in Lanarkshire were in keeping with this

trend. Following the 1926 General Strike, mining wages in Lanarkshire had declined to

10/- per shift. By 1932 the amount was static at about 9/3.""

An important point to note with regards to the economy during the Depression 1s that
prices were actually falling. Therefore, in employment sectors where wages were stable
or fell only slightly, real incomes increased as a result. This meant that in Lanarkshire

not all workers were necessarily adversely affected by the Depression, as while their

incomes did not increase, due to the price of everyday goods falling they could afford to
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either save money or buy higher quality products. As T.C. Smout stated, unskilled
workers in Glasgow saw their real wages rise by about 10% between 1914 and 1920,
Moreover, real incomes continued to rise during the Depression and the years that

followed it in Scottish society in general.'* Nevertheless, Smout cautioned against

placing too much emphasis upon statistical aggregates of income as, ‘though they are

vital to establishing proper perspectives [they] inevitably conceal the very different

individual experiences of which social history is composed’. "

People employed in retail or service-based occupations were most likely to find
themselves in the fortunate position of experiencing an increase in real income.
However, men who were employed in mining or any of Lanarkshire’s other heavy

industries and were accustomed to relatively high wages in a dangerous job with full

employment, now found themselves ‘on the rubbish heap, disregarded and virtually

starving’. .

The precarious nature of the employment situation in Lanarkshire, especially in the
heavy industries, posed numerous problems for wives attempting to balance meagre
budgets. For example, due to closures and a surplus of labour, men were rarely
guaranteed to get more than a couple of shifts a week. Therefore, the Scottish Office
figures provided in 1928 were rather optimistic, as few mine owners were able to
provide men with five shifts a week. This reality did not escape the notice of many
family members, even children, who knew from a young age when the week had

resulted 1in a good pay for their father:

Well his wage, don’t misunderstand me, it wasn’t a huge
wage he got. I mean I remember if he got twenty-seven
shillings that was a big pay, that was a lot of money. If he
got that as a salary, yes that was a big pay he had. =

For those families where a wage was not coming into the household, the wite had to
base her budget on the relief that was provided by the local parish in the 1920s, and by
the Public Assistance Committee [PAC] in the 1930s. The amount of money provided

by either source was dependant on a number of factors, primarily how many people in
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the house, if any, worked and the number of children in the family. It is worth noting

that during the Depression in Lanarkshire, birth rates, and thus family size, did

gradually decrease. For example, over the period 1926 to 1930 the number of live births
per 1000 living (crude birth rate) was 22.41. On the other hand, the equivalent figure for
the years 1931 to 1935 was 20.06.'° This move towards smaller family sizes was 1n
keeping with national trends with the corresponding figures in Scotland for the periods
1926 to 1930 and 1931 to 1935 being 20 and 18.2 respectively.'’ Having less children
no doubt eased some of the financial burdens that married couples faced. However, it
would be misleading to suggest that in working-class areas family size was drastically
reduced or 1n any way began to resemble modern standards. Contraceptive advice was
not readily available to the working classes, while some men and women were reluctant

to practice family planning on religious (i.e. Roman Catholic) grounds.'® Oral testimony

bares witness to the fact that many women still had large families and dually had to deal

with the financial and emotional complications involved:

There was no such thing as the pill or anything to stop
having babies. That was why there were so many children
born. There was a couple up there who had twelve ot a
family, they were always breeding. They used to make a

joke about her, they used to say “If her man throws a pair

of troosers” over the bed she’s pregnant™’.1®

The following table shows the levels of relief that were being paid by Cambusnethan
Parish Council in November 1929 to ‘traditional’ family units, that 1s families that

consisted of a husband, wife and one or more children.

" Trousers
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Table 2.1 — Scales of Relief in Cambusnethan Parish Council, November 1929

-

Number of Pe(;i)_ie_ in-Family_r Scale of Relief
~ Husband and Wife 20/

Husband and Wife + 1 Child 22/- "

Husband and Wife + 2 Children o 24)-

Husband and Wife + 3 Children | 26/-

Husband and Wife +4C——Tdren—}— - 28/

Husband and Wife + 5 Children | 30/-

Husband and Wife + 6 Children | - 31/- )

Husband and Wife + 7 Children | - 32/- i

Source: GCCA, Cambusnethan Parish Council. Committee Minute Book No.4. CO1/26/20

[t was decided by Cambusnethan Parish Council, as by many others, that there was a

maximum amount of money that any one family was allowed to receive in relief.

Cambusnethan Parish set this amount at 32/6 1n 1928. Of course, not all households

followed the traditional family structure shown above. Therefore, the Parish had to

make allowances for them too. For example, a widower living with a daughter who

acted as housekeeper was allowed 20/- per week, and a mother living with a single son

was allowed the same amount. A single man or widower (householder) living alone was

granted 10/- to 12/6 per week. Lodgers only received relief in exceptional

circumstances, with the maximum allowed being 10/- per week. In all cases no reliet

was to be granted to a household where the income exceeded 35/- per week.”’

By the 1930s relief rates in some parishes had increased slightly, with the council

having to take account of the myriad of family structures that existed in Lanarkshire.

For example, the relief scales of Dalziel Parish Council in 1930 took account of the fact

that many children in Lanarkshire did not always live with their own mother or father,

often for reasons of overcrowding within large families or the inability of some parents

to financially provide for their childr<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>