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Introduction

This book is about the struggle to define the market. It is based upon the
premise that the terms of exchange between classes are historically con-
structed through struggles over the control of market relations. These strug-
gles, rather than those over the control of the labor process, formed the
substance of industrial relations in the northern coal trade of industrializing
England.

Underlying this premise is the corollary that early industrial working-
class culture expressed a fundamental acceptance of the utility of the mar-
ket. The source of this acceptance was not, as others have argued or
implied, workers’ experience in the market for food or consumer goods.”
Instead, market relations penetrated local society largely through experience
gained in the workplace, particularly the practice of bargaining over piece
rates.

Historical analysis of the social impact of the wage form is surprisingly
lacking. In the British economy as a whole, it is quite clear that piece rates
became increasingly more popular among employers as the nineteenth cen-
tury progressed.” However, it is by no means as clear whether, or the extent
to which, the adoption of the piece-rate system of payments involved a
concomitant adoption of wage bargaining, collective or otherwise, or forms
of unionization. It may well be, as Carter Goodrich suggested, that in many
trades the implementation of piece-rate payments and the growth of trades
unions were connected.’ It is certainly striking that boards of conciliation

' See, e.g., Dale Edward Williams, “Morals, Markets and the English Crowd in 1766,” Past
€5 Present, no. 104 (August 1984), 56—73, and on the “consumer revolution” of the eighteenth
century, see Neil McKendrick, John Brewer, and J. H. Plumb (eds.), The Birth of a Consumer
Society: The Commercialization of Eighteenth-Century England (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1982).

* John Rule, The Labouring Classes in Early Industrial England, 1750-1850 (London: Longman
Group, 1986), 120-6.

3 Carter Goodrich, The Frontier Of Control (1920, repr. London: Pluto Press, 1975), 165,
suggested that industries operating on piece-rate systems “naturally show more instances of
union activity.”
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2 The struggle for market power

and arbitration were pioneered, and became most successful, in trades such
as hosiery and footwear in which piece work was most prevalent.* Similarly,
in textiles, the negotiated settlement of price lists after 1850 for the Bolton
spinners and Blackburn weavers testifies to the connection between piece
work and collective bargaining.’ Indeed, a culture of bargaining also may
have been a facet of the textile workers’ community. Thus, a witness before
Sadler’s Committee in 1832 testified that “I always bargained for wages ever
since I began to work for wages.”®

The problem of identifying the social impact of the wage form and bar-
gaining is compounded by the existence of a variety of forms of wage bar-
gaining in the nineteenth century: some between individuals and employers,
others between work groups and employers, still others over the establish-
ment of trade price lists.” In trades such as bespoke tailoring and flint glass-
making, for example, hourly wages served to mask piece rates that were
construed in the form of a “log” or a “move.”® In such cases, bargaining
was still an important aspect of industrial relations, but was more likely to

+ H. A. Clegg, Alan Fox, and A. F. Thompson, A History of British Trade Unions Since 1889,
Volume 1: 1889-1910 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1964), 24—6; William Lazonick, “Industrial Re-
lations and Technical Change: The Case of the Self-acting Mule,” Cambridge Journal of
Economics 3 (1979), 246—7, 257-8. The latter, however, emphasizes that the adoption of
collective bargaining procedures occurred largely as an accommodative response among
employers who felt themselves caught in a highly competitive industry rather than as rooted
in work itself.

The Webbs themselves noted the “interesting parallelism” between the forms of organization
and objectives of the coal miners and the cotton operatives. They explained the similarity,
however, not by the nature of work and industrial relations but, predictably, by the special
position of trade uniom officials and the unionists adherence to traditional liviag standards.
Sidney Webb and Beatrice Webb, The History of Trade Unionism, new ed. (London: Longman
Group, 1911) 298—9.

Quoted in Robert Gray, “The Languages of Factory Reform in Britain, c. 1830-1860,” in
Patrick Joyce (ed.), The Historical Meanings of Work (Cambridge University Press, 1987), 150.
The work of Michael Huberman outlines a contractual model of labor relations; however,
the actual bargaining process in the textile industry has yet to be fully adumbrated. See
Michael Huberman, “The Economic Origins of Paternalism: Lancashire Cotton Spin-
ning in the First Half of the Nineteenth Century,” Social History, 12, no. 2 (1987), 177-92.
See also, Mary Rose, Peter Taylor, and Michael Winstanley, “The Economic Origins of Pa-
ternalism: Some Objections,” Social History, 14, no. 1 (1989), 89—98; Michael Huberman,
“The Economic Origins of Paternalism: Reply to Rose, Taylor, and Winstanley,” ibid.,
99-103.

Goodrich, Frontier of Control, 165-6; on district price lists in the cotton industry, see William
Lazonick, “The Cotton Industry,” in Bernard Elbaum and William Lazonick (eds.), The
Decline of the British Economy (Oxford: Clarendon, 1986), 24-8.

Takao Matsumura, The Labour Aristocracy Revisited: The Victorian Flint Glass Makers, 1850—
1880 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1983), 48—51; D. F. Schloss, Methods of
Industrial Remuneration, 3rd ed. (London: Williams & Norgate 1898), 26-7, also cited in
Matsumura, Labour Aristocracy Revisited, 75.
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Introduction 3

have involved the establishment of quantities or production quotas rather
than piece rates per se.’

John Rule’s work on the “tribute system” among Cornish miners pre-
sented another variation in which miners bargained to work certain portions
of the mine with their payment based on a percentage of the value of ore
delivered aboveground.’ (Unlike the northern coal miners, however, the
Cornish miners bore the full burden of changes in the geology of ore veins
that could lead equally to prosperity or poverty.) In the pottery industry of
the early twentieth century, Richard Whipp has described a still different
set of industrial relations premised upon bargaining that was unevenly spread
across firms, work groups, and subindustries. Nonetheless, in Whipp’s es-
timation, “localized, small-scale bargaining was the most common form in
which pottery workers experienced industrial relations.”"*

Therefore, while a good deal of information exists about the forms and
structures of industrial remuneration, there is still much work to be done
on the extent to which and why these systems of wage bargaining were
accepted; on how the ethic of bargaining was internalized, as it seems to
have been among textile operatives, pottery workers, and coal miners; and,
whether, as some have argued, the adoption of piece rates invariably led to
alienation, the intensification of labor, and the loss of control.”* On this last
point, Schloss noted cases in which the introduction of time work was resisted
by workers when trades were mechanized. In those instances, workers’ de-
fense of piece work was viewed as a way to share in the growth of productivity
and to avoid further exploitation.”

9 E. A. Pratt, Trade Unionism and British Industry (London: Murray, 1904), 97, cited in Matsu-
mura, Labour Aristocracy Revisited, 75,n.3.

'° Rule, Labouring Classes, 124—5; idem, “The Labouring Miner in Cornwall: A Study in Social
History” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Warwick, 1971).

" Richard Whipp, “Work and Social Consciousness: The British Potters in the Early Twentieth
Century,” Past € Present, no. 119 (May 1988), 147.

' The ambivalence of piece rates is certainly an extremely important point for the history of
labor and the labor movement. Schloss, of course, noted this conflict, and labor historians
tend to divide along similar lines. See Rule, Labouring Classes, 120-6, and K. McClelland
and A. Reid, “Wood, Iron and Steel” in Royden Harrison and Jonathan Zeitlin (eds.),
Divisions of Labour Skilled Workers and Technological Change in Nineteenth Century England
(Sussex: Harvester, 1985) 164, for arguments that piece rates wrested control from workers
and aggravated alienation. However, piece rates as Goodrich noted, were sometimes de-
fended by labor precisely because they conferred a greater degree of job control and in-
dependence. See Goodrich, Frontier of Control, 163—4. Richard Price has similarly noted
that piece work’s social impact was inherently ambiguous. See Richard Price, “Labour
Process and Labour History,” Social History 8, no. 63, (1983) and idem, “Rethinking Labour
History: The Importance of Work,” in James E. Cronin and Jonathan Schneer (eds.), Social
Conflict and the Political Order in Modern Britain (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University
Press, 1982), 201-2.

'3 Schloss, Methods of Industrial Remuneration, 56-9. Similarly, Lazonick notes the case of the
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4 The struggle for market power

In a still broader sense, the study of piece work and its relation to forms
of bargaining can be linked to the structural development of the British
economy. As Elbaum and Lazonick suggest, the institutionalization of piece
work and bargaining contributed to the rigidities of British industry in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and inhibited competitive re-
sponses to changing markets.”* In the case of Lancashire textiles, Lazonick
has argued persuasively that the adoption of best-practice techniques was
constrained in part by the conciliatory structure of industrial relations that
were drawn against a background of cutthroat domestic and international
competition."*

Part of the argument this book puts forward, therefore, is that bargaining
was accepted as the principal terrain of industrial relations, and its ubiquity
throughout the coal industry negotiated relations between classes. Through
bargaining over piece rates, the miners of the Northeast came to understand
and accept market relations. In one sense, therefore, the work presented
here corresponds to Richard Price’s recent survey of British labor history
in which it is argued that social and industrial relations during the Industrial
Revolution were shaped principally by the impact of the market rather than
the restructuring of production relations.”® However, unlike the evidence
presented by Price, the coal miners’ acceptance of market relations precluded
a resistance to exploitation based upon notions of customary or lost inde-
pendence.'” Instead, the acceptance of market relations necessarily entailed
an implicit rejection of the dichotomy, which is often an anachronistic one,
employed by social historians between the customary, nonmarket culture of
the preindustrial and early industrial working class and the hegemonically
imposed market culture of competitive individualism under industrial cap-
italism. The northern miners of the early nineteenth century exhibited a
culture and an ideology both aware of and engaged with the market. Indeed,
to them, the market was their industrial culture.

Equally important, however, is the argument that the acceptance of market
principles did not entail the acceptance of bourgeois political economy. It
was readily apparent to workers with experience in wage bargaining that
market mechanisms were not objectively determined; the hand was not

Lancashire minders whose negotiated wage lists “ensured them a share (and usually a

significant one) in productivity gains” achieved by running self-acting mules faster. See

Lazonick, “Industrial Relations and Technical Change,” 256.

Lazonick, “Cotton Industry,” 27; Bernard Elbaum, “The Steel Industry before World War

I,” in Elbaum and Lazonick (eds.), Decline of the British Economy, 69—71.

'S Lazonick, “Industrial Relations and Technical Change,” 258.

'® Richard Price, Labour in British Society: An Interpretative History (1986; repr. London:
Routledge, 1990), 20—48.

7 Ibid., 45.

N
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Introduction 5

invisible. Certainly in the coal industry, as elsewhere, where masters sought
to control and monopolize markets, it is inappropriate to speak of an ide-
ological conflict between artisinal “regulation” and industrial laissez-faire."®
Both industry and labor sought to turn the terms of the market to their own
best advantage. Industrial relations, therefore, were the result of struggles
and compromises over the definition and control of several different markets,
particularly the disposition of the product and labor markets. While still
accepting the market’s ultimate rationality, both the volume of production
and the structure of the labor market were understood to be subject to the
organizing power of both capital and labor. Logically, the determination of
the precise character of these market relations in any historical epoch ul-
timately rested upon the social and economic power each class could bring
to the struggle. In sum, the structuring of market relations was a problem
of both power and prescription.

The market, therefore, like E. P. Thompson’s famous definition of class,
must be viewed in historical terms, that is, as a process and a relationship,
not a structure or a thing."® Objections to the reification of the market and
the erection of “laws” of supply and demand, of course, underlay Marx’s
attacks on political economy. It is the purpose of this book to examine the
historical construction of the market and its characteristic forms of industrial
and social relations during the era of the Industrial Revolution.

To argue thus is to accept the importance of the experience of class, albeit
from a different angle than previous work in the field. To some labor his-
torians or industrial sociologists, this point may appear to be superfluous.
However, the history of labor is now being enriched by what one historian
has called the “social history of language.”*° And to those whose primary
interest is in the “autonomy” of language or the primacy of “discourse,”
this work may seem insufficiently abstract and rooted too firmly in a ma-
terialist conception of history. Still, while the study of language can become
an essential component of the history of the working class — indeed, as I
have said, the problem of the market was in part a problem of prescription
— it is contended here that the identification and definition of class interests
manifested themselves principally through the labor process and its pen-
umbra of industrial relations.

To reconstruct the struggle for power in the market, industrial relations
needed to be defined in the broadest sense. This is so particularly because

8 Ibid., 29.

9 E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (New York: Vintage, 1963), 9—10.

** Gregory Claeys, Citizens and Saints: Politics and Anti-politics in Early British Socialism (Cam-
bridge University Press, 1989), 18; Gareth Stedman Jones, “Rethinking Chartism,” in
Stedman Jones, Languages of Class: Studies in English Working Class History, 1832—1982
(Cambridge University Press 1983).
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6 The struggle for market power

the struggle was not restricted solely to the shopfloor. Thus, in this book, not
only are the goals, tactics, and methods of shopfloor relations and the orga-
nization of production examined, but equal weight is given to the analysis
of the impact of the market on family and community, industrial paternalism,
the finance and structure of industry, and religious and political ideologies.

Given this wide field of inquiry, it is natural that many fields of historical
controversy have been traversed. This has made the problem of organization
a complex one. The book, therefore, generally eschews a chronological
framework in favor of a thematic organization. The first three chapters
analyze the stucture and ideology of industry. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 discuss
the expression of the market in working-class life, labor, and ideology. The
succeeding two chapters are a detailed reconstruction of Tommy Hepburn’s
union movement of 183 1—2. In these final chapters, given one of the common
tools of the social historian, the analysis of a strike, it can be shown that the
struggle to control the market shaped the context and character of class
relations in the early industrial era.
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Capital and credit

“Les dés sont pipés,” Marx wrote in the first volume of Capital.’ He was
referring to the fact that the forces of supply and demand failed to operate
objectively in the labor market. Instead, the “laws” of political economy were
structured to suit the needs of capital: Demand for labor was mitigated by
mechanization, which in turn increased the supply of labor. “It is not a case
of two independent forces working on each other,” Marx concluded. “Capital
acts on both sides at once.”” Conversely, when workers recognized the
inequity of the “free” labor market and sought to create trade unions, their
employers “cry out at the infringement of the ‘eternal’ and so to speak ‘sacred’
law of supply and demand.”?

Therefore, the dice are loaded. Yet perhaps it would be more proper to
say that the dice become loaded. The terms of market relations are histor-
ically contested; there is not one law of supply and demand but several
competing prescriptive understandings of such a law. The trade unionists
of the early nineteenth century, for example, generally did not seek to ab-
rogate the operation of market forces. However, they did seek to adapt and
define them according to their needs. This, it might be claimed, is what
separated trade unionism and cooperation from socialism. Similarly, the
convenient support of a free labor market that Marx noted among capitalists
did not apply equally to the market for their commodities. One need only
recall Adam Smith’s oft-quoted phrase: “People of the same trade seldom
meet together, even for merriment and diversion, but the conversation ends
in a conspiracy against the public, or in some contrivance to raise prices.”*

The laws of supply and demand, therefore, are subject to both interpre-
tation and manipulation. Their formulation is at any one time the result of
a complex interplay of social, economic, and political forces. Yet the defi-

' Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, vol. 1 (New York: Vintage, 1977), 793.

* Ibid.

3 Ibid.

* Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, Edwin Cannan,
ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976), 144.

7
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8 The struggle for market power

nition of market relations both for each class and between classes does not
take place solely in the labor market, as one might infer from Marx’s example.
The disposition of credit or financial arrangements, commodity markets,
and labor markets contributes to the struggle to determine the definition of
the operation of the market.

Defining these market relations is an exercise in the articulation of an
ideology as well as the ‘realization of tangible goals. It is thus a political
process, the resolution of which is ultimately based on the organization and
deployment of class power. The trade union movement of early-nineteenth-
century England thus must be seen as an attempt to capture the terms upon
which the marketplace in civil society was being restructured. It was this
struggle over the definition and structuring of market relations, rather than
that over production relations generally or the labor process in particular,
that formed the essential element of the reconstitution of class relationships
during the Industrial Revolution.

The process of industrialization inevitably involved a redefinition of market
relations. However, the character of that process has itself taken on a different
perspective. Once a seamless web of the story of human triumph over nature,
the history of British industrialization is now faced with complex problems
of timing, scale, and context. N. F. R. Crafts has revealed an Industrial
Revolution marked by slow growth, low productivity, and low-wage, unskilled
labor. The same achievement that David Landes once hailed as the triumph
of “the quality of inputs” over the traditional material factors of production®
Crafts now characterizes as an economic and social commitment to industries
that were tied to a low level of return on investments, that failed to accumulate
human capital, and that lagged behind later industrializers in research and
development.®

As Clapham’s “industrial revolution in slow motion” has taken hold once
again, it is perhaps not surprising that interest in handicraft production has
witnessed a marked resurgence.” Generated in part by Franklin Mendel’s
influential theory of protoindustrialization, historians have begun not only to
think anew of the timing and character of industrialization, but also to

5 David Landes, The Unbound Prometheus, Technological Change and Industrial Development in
Western Europe from 1750 to the Present (Cambridge University Press, 1969), 79—80.

® N. F. R. Crafts, British Economic Growth during the Industrial Revolution (Oxford: Clarendon,
1985).

7 See, e.g., Maxine Berg, The Age of Manufactures, 1700-1820 (Fontana, 1985), and Maxine
Berg, Pat Hudson, and Michael Sonenscher (eds.), Manufacture in Town and Country before
the Factory (Cambridge University Press, 1983).
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Capital and credit 9

consider the dynamics of the family, the role of the division of labor, and
the impact of custom on economic development.®

The discovery of a new frontier like protoindustrialization is heady stuff
for the historian, but when we come to consider the coal industry during
industrialization, many of these new conceptual tools cannot be made to fit.°
The dominant theme of protoindustrialization, for example, that rural hand-
icraft production for the market was a distinct historical phase preceding
industrialization, bears little relation to the history of coal production in the
Northeast during the eighteenth century.” As Michael Flinn pointed out,
particularly in the Northeast, the British coal industry during the era of
handicraft production was not “pre-industrial”; it was characterized by large,
centralized units of production, the application of sophisticated technology,
and heavy fixed capital investments. In this sense, the coal industry may not
have paralleled the experience of other protoindustrial sectors of the British
economy, but it did project the image of their future."*

Indeed, the capital demands of firms in the coal trade, both fixed and
circulating, were so extensive that all manner of financing, including plowed-
back profits, merchant credit, mortgaging, and cooperative purchasing, was
employed. However, these demands could also act as restraints upon both
industrial development and labor relations. The availability of resources for
both fixed and circulating capital was a crucial determinant not only of the
ultimate success or failure of the firm but also of its ability to deal both with
erstwhile competitors and labor. Thus, the demands, sources, and availability
of capital outlined the context of both action and ideology for industrialists
in the coal trade.

Yet whether in terms of Marxian primitive accumulation or in the language
of protoindustrialization, preindustrial characteristics of production are not
without their relevance to the history of the coal industry and its industrial

8 L. A. Clarkson, Proto-Industrialization: The First Phase of Industrialization? (London: Mac-
millan, 1985).

® D. C. Coleman has argued that the economic development of the Northeast and South
Wales belie the significance of protoindustrialization for the British economy. See D. C.
Coleman, “Proto-industrialization: A Concept Too Many,” Economic History Review, 2nd
ser., 36, no. 3 (1983); Clarkson, Proto-Industrialization, 54—5; and, Neil Evans, “Two paths
to economic development: Wales and the North-east of England,” in Pat Hudson, ed.,
Regions and Industries: A Perspective on the Industrial Revolution in Britain (Cambridge University
Press, 1989), 203. The problem is also mentioned in passing in idem, The Genesis of Industrial
Capital: A Study of the West Riding Wool Textile Industry c. 1750~1850 (Cambridge University
Press, 1986), 59.

' Clarkson, Proto-Industrialization, 15-17; Berg, Age of Manufactures, 77-83.

' Michael W. Flinn, The History of the British Coal Industry, 1700~1830: The Industrial Revolution
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1984), 456—7.
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10 The struggle for market power

relations. Market perceptions, industrial policy, and the logic of industrial
relations in the coal industry were derived substantially from the perception
of the industry as a trade and the coal miner as a commodity producer paid
by the piece. Moreover, the relationship of land to industry and the agrarian
origins of industrial capital, two important aspects of protoindustrial devel-
opment, are also interpenetrating themes of great importance to the history
of the northern coal industry.

Fixed capital and working costs

During the period of industrialization, landownership and mining were
closely connected. Mining profits and mineral rents formed a substantial
portion of the incomes of many landed families.”* For some, investments in
mining may have originally been facilitated simply by the fortuitous location
of their estates over coal deposits. However, by the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, land purchases and leasings by coal owners were being undertaken
as part of a systematic extension of enterprises in coal.”

The typical colliery of the nineteenth century was still closely intermeshed
with its agricultural environs. Indeed, a colliery in the Durham and North-
umberland coalfield was very much like a large, integrated agro-industrial
combine. Whether operated by aristocrats, gentry, or nonnoble industrialists,
coal production necessitated substantial agricultural inputs. This was so
largely because of the need to feed and pasture colliery horses used to
transport coal both above and below ground. The Londonderry estates, for
example, maintained five colliery farms of nearly seven hundred total acres.
The principal output of these farms was hay. In 1835, the farms produced
787 tons of hay, but they also produced small quantities of wheat, oats,
beans, and turnips. In the same year, the colliery farms supported 104 horses
valued at £545.™

Colliery farms also maintained stock of relatively significant value. In 1809,
stocks of oat and hay at the Jarrow and Temple Main Colliery amounted to
£1,147, or 4.6 percent of the total valuation of the collieries.”> The five
Londonderry farms produced feed and maintained stock valued at £4,755

* J. T. Ward, “Landowners and Mining,” in J. T. Ward and R. G. Wilson, Land and Industry:
The Landed Estate and the Industrial Revolution (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1971), 63—116.

'3 Michael Sill, “Landownership and Industry: The East Durham Coalfield in the Nineteenth
Century,” Northern History, 20 (1984), 146—66.

* D.C.R.O., Londonderry Papers, D/Lo/B 310(17), “Estimate of Value of Produce on Col-
liery Farms, 1835.”

's Flinn, History of the British Coal Industry, 198.
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