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I n a recenL arLicle l !Iy Lo explain why 13rilain, Auslrnlia and New ZC'aland 

ended up wiLh mass-b:t<>ed parties or Lhe Lcfl, whereas the United States 

did nol. 1 I concluded thal "The decisive difference bcLwecn Lhe United 

States and oLhcr socicLics in the period I 877- 1920 was the f"acL that the 

unskilled rcmainct ununionizcd'. The reasons for Lhis arc complex, but the 

· ccn!Ial fact was Lh e mrtux of25 million immigranL'> into the Un ited Stales. 

As a result the working class, and espec iall y Lhe unskilled , was fragrrn.:ntecl. 

Ethnic divisions and racism not only complicated the task or organising 

unskilled workers bul greatly increased the divide separati11g the skilled 

from the unski lled. In oLher societies raci sm frequently helped Lo forge 

working-class unity; in Lhc United Slates iL worked 1heother way. Even as 

immigrants poured into the Uni led States other ch:111 ges ex-c urred which also 

contributeu Lo American cxceplionali sm. The ri se o r Lh modem corpora­

Liorl and Lhc introduction of new Lcchnologics of production also created 

obstacles to the organisation ofLhc unski lled. SimulLancously a new politi­

cal sysLcm emerged, shaped in parL by Lhe influx of immigrants and Lhc new 

corpora Le economy, and that new political sys tem was cl1aracLeriscd by de­

clining rales of political participaLion. This decline in political parLicipalion 

undoubLcdly rcflecLeci and reinforced the disorgan isation o f the unskilled. 

Comparative studies which Lake Lhe nation state as Lhe unit of analysis 
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inevitabl y confront a phalanx of variables. In Lhis paper a micro-approach 
is prrlcrrcd ;111<1 tl1c locus will be 011 Llic role of rnecha11izaLion al tJ1e poinL 

of procJucLion . 

Mechani ;1.aLion represents technological change. The second indusLrial 

revoluLion - which occurred roughly between 1890 and 1920- accelerat.cd 

technologi cal change. TransformaLion of work was mosl marked in Lhe 

engineering induslry and tJ1e meLal Lrades.2 In Lhis induslry Lhe new ma­

chines allowed employers Lo attack Lhe apprenLice-based craflS and Lhe 

cullure of Lhe workshop. The simultaneous arrival of 'New' immigrnnts and 

Lhe new mach.iiles allowed employers Lo substilule unskilled immigrants ­

boLh nrnle and female - for skill ed workers. Helen Hill pointed out that Lhis 

coi11cidc11cc, if it was a mere coincidence, cJiluLecJ skill, disruplCd worker 

conLrol or the j ob-s iLe, and ex plained Lhe American FederaLion of Labor's 

vehement and persisLenL hosLiliLy Lo immigranLs and political unionism.3 

M oreover, tJ1e cultural divide between skilled and unskilled, a feature of all 
intlusLrial societies, became much larger in Lhe United States. J urgcn Kocka, 
in an inLeresLing and imporLant study, has argued Lhat tJii s process explains 

much that seems unique in American society. In the United States the 

div ision between unski lled and skilled was much larger than tJie djvision 

between the skilled and tJ1e lower middle class.~ This is radically different 

lo Lhe situation that existed in New Zealand during Lhis period although it 

has some obvious similarities wiLhwhaL happened in South Africa. 

BACKGROUND 

The simplest way of ill usLraling tJ1e different impact of the second techno­

logica l revolution is to focus on workshops in Lhe two worlds, Lhal of tJic 

U11itcd S 1;1tes a11cl Lhal of New i'.ealantl. The compari son has been difficult. 

SomeLimes the very jobs and tJ1eir names differ. AlLhough comparauve 

hisLory has often been extolled, few have allempted it and comparative 

studies in labour history are even more rare.5 In this paper we shall try to 

explore tJ1e differences between tJ1e engineering-metal indusLry in two cities 

of approximately Lhe same size, Waterbury, Connecticut and Dunedin. In 

Dunedin by 1901 almost thirty per cent of Lhe workforce worked in foun­

clries and machine shops; in Waterbury it was roughly tJie same percentage. 

BotJ1 ciLics had been founded by Protestants. Late in the seventeenth century 
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Puritan settlers had arrived in Western Connecticut and 180 years later a 

group of Free Church Presbyterians established Dunedin. Like t.he sclllers 

in Connecticut the firsl selllcrs in Otago represented both religious di ssent 

and the fringe of expansion to the British Empire. Both societies imported 

from Briltlin the skilled workers and the technology required for metal 

work. 

Not only did Lhe Lwo cities share much in common but Lhc two socie­

ties also shared several trails. !30th, to varying degre es, have perceived 

themselves as New World societies a11cl distinguished Lhcrnselvcs from Lhe 

Old World of Europe. Both shared a British and Protestant background. 

Both were formed by migration Lo rich, undeveloped lands occupied by 

relatively -small, indigenous populations. Both were free of a feudal pa5l. 

Both had early communities with strong collectivist clements but evolved 

rapidly towards economic individualism. Both established settler democ­

racies with an emphasis on se lf-government. Both also had a strong belief 

Lhal they were in some respects unique experiments. In this period most 

New Zealanders and quite a few Americans concluded that New Zealand 

was "the social laboratory of Lhe world". Americans, by contras t, saw their 

own society as tJ1c last best hope of the world.6 

Despite tJ1ese similarities the two societies a11d the two industrial cities 

developed very different labour systems. To explore these differences we 

chose to compare tJ1e largest industrial employer in each city: Watcrbury.'s 

Scovill Manufaclming Company and Dunedin's I lillsidc Railway Work­

shop. Although these two mru1ufaclurers produced different producL'> the 

firms were about the same size in the late 11i11ctce11tJ1 century. The basic 

activities also had much in common: both combined foundries, Looi-rooms, 

assembly deparLmcnLs and machine shops. In tJ1e 1880s both also employed 

men with tJ1e same skills who, by and large, were told what job had Lo be 

done and then decided for tJ1cmsclvcs how best Lo do il. Nol only tlial but 

the skilled men in both workshops had alrnosL invariably served apprentice­

ships. In brief both Lhe Scovill Manufacturing Company ~rnd tJ1e Hillside 

Railway Workshops belonged Lo what Daniel Nelson has called "the old 

factory system". 

The technological changes of tJie second industrial revolution led onto 

"scientific management''. They arc worth some ancntion because in the 
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Uni led Stales they lransformcd the old facLory sysLem and destroyed shop 

cullurc; in New Zealand, by conLrasL, shop cul Lure survived and enabled Lhe 

sk illed 111cn lo preserve key efemenL-; of Lhe old facLory sysLem. Under Lhe 

old sys Lem the skill ed men planned the work Lo be done and decided who 

would do ii ; they hunlcd up 1f1eir ow11 tools, borrowed them if necessary, 

or even 111ade thc111; they drove their planes and laLhes al Lhe speed Lhey 

deemed appropriale; and left their tools where they fasl used Lhcm when 

they linishecf a joh. Employers Lriecf to ex tracL more work by introducing 

piece work, buL il was resisted. In the 1890s, however, new machines made 

higher productivity possible. Milling machines, capstan and turret lathes, 

grinding machines and gear-culling machines, new jigs and fixtures became 

widely available. In the next decade high-speed machine Lools were intro­

duced and many companies est.ablished specialised Looi-shops. ElectriciLy 

made possible many of these innovations. As a result, for instance, in the 

United Stales Lhe lurner 's job became much. less skilled. Only Lhe largest 

firms could afford these new machines, fel alone the cosL of generating 

electricity , but bolh Scoviff's and Hillside moved with Lhe Limes. 111e var­

ied nalure of jobs in the workshops, here as elsewhere, fimiLed'thc useful­

ness of su111c or tJ1e uew machi11es. Only large producLion runs justified Lhe 

expense.7 

ll1e technological revolution initially produced only small gains in pro­

ductiviLy . A number of engineers ·- products of the workshop - were 

pua.kd. One, Frederick Taylor, hit 011 a solution which later became k.nown 

as "scic111ilic m:u1age111c111" or 'Taylorism". Jn essence this involved the 

reorganisation of workshops and a high degree of centralised managerial 

control over all aspccL<; of production. The skilled men could no longer · 

dec ide how much work could be done in a day.or how Lhc work should be 
org:miscd. ProducLion control, cosl accounting, planning, Lhe funclionaJi­

salion of managemenl, and increasingly refined sub-divisions of work 

characterised Taylor's sysLem. The mosL conlenlious aspects, because lhcy 

aroused union hoslilily, were Taylor's proposals for lime and motion stud­

ies (in order LO delem1ine how much could be done in a given period) and 

his differential piece rate. More significanl, however, was his invention of 

technological improvcmenL<; that reduced 1.hc need for and lhe role of skilled 

workers. Neil11er Scovill nor Hillside adopLed many of Lhese ideas; indeed 
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they ignored them until the 1920s. Yet in the United States the new ma­
chines al lowed employers to success full y defeat 1hc sk ilkd , lirst hy ig11or­
ing the craft's desire for apprenticeships and tJ1en by subs tituting unskilled 

for skilled men. By 1904 the International Assoc iation of Machin'ists was 

admitting to membership men who had not served apprenticeships hut could 
operate certain machines. In New Zea la11d this did not happcn.s 

Partly as a result of tJ1is the two socie ti es began developing in dramati~ 

cally different ways. In Dunedin , the pallern of small independent factories 
persisted, self-employment remained a widespread opportunity, and the 
state emerged as a major industrial employer. In Waterbury , a city that 

SPecialised in brass and bra<>S-related products, production grew enonnousl y 
but was increasingly concentrated in rapidly -growing factori es which were 

controlled by large corporations. The single most important difference 

undoubtedly was that the Waterbury brass industry produced for a conti­

nental and even a global market whereas Dunedin's engineering firms 

produced at best for a New Zealand market (tJrnt is for no more l11an one 

million people compared Lo over one hundred million in the United States). 

111us Dunedin's industrial structure continued lo be based on small capi­
tal and local production; the brass industry in Waterbury deve loped on the 

basis of large-scale coqmrale capitalism. Simultaneously millions of 

immigrants were arriving in the United States from eastern anrt southern 

Europe whereas the much smaller now into New Zeabnd - about one 
hundred tJ1ousand persons be tween 1900 and 1914 - were recruited mainly 
from skilled trJdes in Britain and Austra lia. 

Despite tJ1is divergence it JQUst be stressed that Hill side was a good­

sized engineering shop, even by world standards. In tJ1e 1890s management 
also modernised production processes . For instance a bcsscmer furnace was 

introduced into the foundry in 1901 and electric power in 1902. Neither 

Hillside nor Scovill pioneered the second technolog ica l revolution, but nor 

were tJ1ey backward. IL should also be noted Lhal, despite tJ1 e divergence 

between the two soc ieties, Hillside was an integral part o f a very large 

system, New Zealand Railways; it belonged to the capital-intensive export 

sector and was not involvecl in small-scale commodity prod uct.ion for a local 

market. 
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WATERl1URY 
The. ahili1y 111" Wa1 l· il1111fs 111a1111fac1111(·1s 10 s11hs1i1111e1111skillccl l11ho11r for 

ski I led labour when 111echanisaLio11 made !his prorilable can bc· Lraced back 

much earlier tJ1an Lhe 1880-1920 period. The Scovill Manufacturing 

Company, which became the largest in the region, began as a household­

bullo11 shop in 1802 wiLh Lwo partners. 13y the I 840s, however, they were 

beg inning Lo inLroduce a degree of uniformity into tJ1e production process 

that pcrmilled assembly from mass-prmlucecl componenL'>. Women work­

ers had been a large part of Scovill's workforce since Lhe factory was es­

tabl ishc<l. The growth of tJ1is system al lowed Scovill' s lO substitute women 

for skilled men on tJ1e repetitive tasks of "cramping and charging". The 

skilled brassmakers, invariably of BriLi sh birtJ1 in tJ1is period, retained their 

tcx:hni4ues and refused Lo lake on Yankee apprentices. In Lhe post-Civil Wp.r 
period, however, ask illcd sUaLum of Yankee and British workers emerged: 

By the turn of the century the sk ills of Lhese men were also becoming di­

luted and Lhe manufacturers began substituting immigrant workers. 

Under the aulhority of the facl.qry managers, foremen ran Lhcir own 

departrn enL<; more or less as they chose. As crnc of the leading brass-m anu­

facturers, M .L. Sperry put it i11 1887: 

Each dcpar um:nl is under lhe direction of a foreman, in whom we trus t and 
who secs 1hat the hands ;u-e i11dustrious and allend Lo their business .. .. The 
managers do 1101 deal directly with the h:mds.1l1cy simply deal directly with 
the forc111an and if lhcy do not like the way lhc hand.~ under a forcm:m work, 
they bounce 1J1 c foreman and get anothcr.9 

This sys le111 generated many complaints of having to bribe or do favours 

for foremen in order to get or retain jobs. Such a pauem was typical of the 

old factory sys lem. AL I lillsidc a very similar system operatcd except LhaL 

all supervi sory personnel were rcx:ruited from the shop floor. 10 

With the increasing inlroducLion of mass-production l.Cehniques into Lhe 

metal Lracles and the engineering indusLry it became possible Lo attack the 

apprentice-based crafts which undertook the skilled work. In general Lhis 

attack was made easier because almost all skilled melal workers in Lhe 

nineteentJ1 century required the assistance of one _unskilled worker. As new 

lcchnology began to erode the importance of sk ill , tJ1cse unskilled work­

ers came to be described as " helpers" or "improvers". In some Lradcs, such 
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as blacksmithing, the helper oflen bec<ime <is skilled as the blacksmith. 
Nothing hut convc111ion or lhc solid:1rity of lhc hlacks111i1hs could 1hl:n 
prevent the helpers from Laking over tJ1c job of the skilkd. 

In the post-Civil War period a wave of immigration from Ireland saw 
most unskilled JX>Sitions in the brass mill s captured by Lhe Irish. By 1890 

. the majority of brass workers, as of Watc.: rhury' s popula1io11 , were CatJ10-
lics, most of whom were Irish. ll1is wave of immigration was followed be­
tween 1890 and 1917 by further waves of immigrants from Russia, LiLhu­
ania, ILaly and dozens of other counlr ies in eastern :.111d sou tJ1ern Europe. 
These immigrant workers now Look over almost all the unskilled and semi­
skilled jobs. The Irish moved further up the occupational ladder or set out 
Lo obtain small businesses or land. Cl lacks were almost entirely excluded 
from the vast mills until the end of World War I when a IJickle began . 

By Lhe late nineteenth century ethnicity had become the principal ba­
sis for hiring and for the stratification of the labour force. Managerial jobs 
belonged almost entirely Lo men of Ya11kee origin. Skilled workers were 
prcdominanlly British, German, or Swiss. Those direc tl y supervising 1hc 
unskilled and semi-skilled were increas ingly Irish. Semi -skill ed and un­
skilled jobs were by now filled primarily by eas1em and southern European 
immigrants. In Wa1erbury, as in otJ1er places which have been sluclied, most 
of. the "New" immigrants were hired via personal acquaintance with 
members of their own ethnic group alr~1dy employed in the factory. It might 
be noted tJ1at etJmic divisions also pcnnea ted politics al1hu11gh a large 
proportion of the "New" immigranL<> ex pec ted to go home and did not Lake 
part in American politics. By 1900 Lhe Republican party in Waterbury and 
Connecticut was overwhelmingly led by Protestants of 1Jri1.i sh origin. The 
Democratic Party was overwhelmingly led by Iri sh Cai holies. Other e1h­
nic groups tended to ally witJ1 the Demo ratic party but lhC'n.: was a counter­
Lendcncy for tJ1ose ethnic groups in direct competitition with tJ1e Irish, 
notably Lhe Italians, Lo ally with l11e Republican Party. The small Socialist 
Party had a predominanlly white middle class leadership and lilllc support 
from immigrant workers. 

Trade Unions developed in Waterbury's brass mills during the 1880s 
largely under the aegis of the Knights of Labor. Many brass workers joined 
mixed assemblies and many strikes occurred in the 1880s. Most of these 
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were conch1c1ed by indi vidual crafL<> or specific production departments. 
With !lie coll ;1pse ol the K11i gh1s several u11io11s of hrassworkers struggled 

on into the twentieth century when a big new upsurge in unionisation 
occurred. In 190 I, indcc<l, the Lady Brassworkers of Waterbury was estab­

lished. /\ trolley strike in 1903 saw Lhc employers counter attack with an 
open-shop drive. Uy 1904 the unions had been driven from the brass indus­

try. Unions survived onl y in the servi ce and consLruction sectors in 
Waterbury .11 

World War I and the demand for increased brass production generated 

a period of exceptionally rapid growth in Lhe industry. Scovill's labour,force 

grew by three hundred per cent. Such spectacular growth compelled the 

employers LO sel up new ways of managing their work force which were 

inspirc<l by tJ1c ideolog ies of"wclfarc capitalism" and "scientific manage­

ment" . Scovill established a health service, a school, an association for fore­

men, and an employment oflice. Scovill also established a small planning 

office. T hi s rnanagcrial bureaucracy functioned alongside, rather than 

replacing, the foremen. It was, however, an omen. 

During Lhe early decades of the twentieth century the brass employers 

made a concerted effort Lo destroy the 1xiwcr of skilled workers. Tradition­
ally the skilled 111e11 had been left Lo their own devices. They decided how 

the work should be clone, who should do it, and how quickly it should be 

done. For instance, the handcasicrs, tJ1e most powerful group of skilled 
workers, had exercised almost co111plc1c control over their work practices 

in the late nineteenth century . Now tJ1ey were simply eliminated by Lhe 

inLroclucLi on or new casting equipment specifically developed for that 

purpose al l3 ridgeporl l3rass, a neighbouring company. The new casting 

eq11iplllc11t allowed lhc firm IO replace all iL<; hand casters with unskilled 

men. In the lllid- 1920s Scovill' s hired an engineering firm Lo instruct their 

managers in the techniques of Lime and motion sllldies. They also inves ti­

gated tJ1c pulcnlial USC or incentive pay systems s_uch as Taylor's incentive 

piece-rate.12 The engineers from the Planning Department played a very 

large role in tJ1i s consultation and then sel out Lo reorganize production in 

all deparLmcnLc; of the plant. The broad tendency was towards a redivision 

of labour in which both skilled and unskilled were replaced by semi-skilled 

workers. One historian of the industry, who had described the sharply 
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defined division belween skilled and unsk illed workers in 1909, noted in 
his revised edition (published in 11J26) 11ta1 "at prcsen111ti s line lends to di s­
appear".13 

Despilc l11e auempl by rnanagemenl Lo destroy l11e power or skilkd 

workers, and ctespile Lhe absence of unions in the brass fac tories, output 

restricLion remained l11e norm Lhroughoul l11e firsL half of Lhe Lwenliel11 

century. There is a large body of ev idence Lo suggest l11a1 the absence of 

unions has never a IT cc Led the abi I ii y of workers lo cn111 rol 1 lte grneral le vcl 

of prcxluctivity; other aspec ts or thei r work -life were 111orc dillirnlL LO 

prolecl. Despite Lhe lack of pcrmanenl organisation l11e workers in the brass 

in.dustry occasionally struck. There were Lwo enormous general suikes 

which affected all brass pl::uw; in 19 19 and 1920. They were initiated by 

local workers organised in ellmic groups. Their goa ls included minimum 

wages, the abolition of piece work, and recognition of shop lloor commil­

Lees. Favouritism and blacklisting were among the strikers' principal griev­

ances. The first strike ended when l11e employers gave a subsLan tial wage 

incrca$e but l11e second ended in rout for the workers. The oppression of 

these strikes was thorough and effccLive. L1bour spies, raids and deporta­

Lions, police harrassment of union 111cc1ings , 1he use or prival e poli ce , a11tl 

the occupation of l11e city by National Guard Unils all helped ensure not 

only the failure of the 1920 strike but the complete destruction of any form 

of organisaLion among the workers. The nexL strike in Waterbury would not 

occur until 1952, alLhough the union itself won recogn ition, thanks Lo the 

intervention of l11e Federal Government, in 1942. 

TH E llILLSIDE WORKS I IOPS 
The cont.r..isl between the experience in Waterbury and llial in New Zcal:md 

could not be more dramaLic. By focuss ing on l11e Hillside Rail~ay Work­

shops it is possible Lo get some insight i1110 why Lh e experience of these two 

groups of workers diverged so dr;unati cally. Indeed llial divergence helps 

explain the remarkably different types of society which developed in Lhese 

Lwo New World naLions. 

One crucial clisLincLion needs Lo be noLcd al the beg inning. AL a Lime 

when almost all American industry, including railways, was controlled by 
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pri vate cap ital. New Zc:.ilancl developed a si1.eable stale sector of industrial 
ownnship. The r:ii I way syste111, fur instance, was almost en Li rely ownc<l by 

the suite and operated by tJic state and in 1909 the last large private railway 

company was naLionalised. The railway system in New Zealand w as seen 

as a vehicle for supporting the econom ic development of Lhe colony and 

especially or the agri cultural sector. This was made clear by one MinisLer 

for Railways after another. J.G . Ward put lhe matter in a nuL~hcll in 1905, 
when he was the Minister for r~ail ways: 

The po licy ol' tJ1 e Covcn1mc11 L has been tJ1roughouL LO regard tJ1e R ai l ways 
as adjuncts lo the sclllcmenl o f the country, and to look upon the earning 
o f a large profit as of minor im portance compared wit11 tJ1e incalculable 
benefits tJ1at a crne lo tJ1e St;ile by g iving me sel tlcrs a convenient and cheap 
mc:ms of tr;mspor ti ng the produce of their farms lo tJ1e markeL~ .... 14 

By Lhe I 890s, Lhe Government also considered it a legilimaLC if secon­

dary function of the railway syslem lo maintain its skj!led workforce in 

regular employment. /\s Ward explained, again in 1905: ""n1e Government 

had fully determined to bui ld all rolling-stock required for Lhe railways of 

the co lony , witJ1in tJi e colony, and thus find further rem unerative employ­

ment for its arti sa 11s." J\ lthough the brass manufacturers of Waterbury were 

more anxious to get r id or their ski lled workers than to guarantee them 

regular work, some railway compan ies in the United Stales did recognise 

Lhe high turnover of skilled labour as a major managemenL problem during 

the 1870s a11d 1880s. J\ small number of companies did adopt a similar 

policy to tJ ial which tJ1c New Zealand Government adopLCd, bul it was not 

widespread.15 

WiLhin the con tex t of a sW le run industry Lhe Railway Workshops de­

veloped a spec ific and interrelated sys tem of work organisation. This w'as 

done in conjunction wi1J1 the union. The key Lo uriders tanding this process, 

however, was tJ1e election of John l3allance and a Liocral Governm ent in 

1890. /\t thal point the railways were managed by three commissioners, 

who had set oul to break the railway union and introduce piece rates for all 

skill ed work. The L iberal Government, largely due Lo the intervention of 

the future Prime Minister, Richard Seddon, rejected Lhis policy and estab­

lished ministeri al control of the stale railways in 1894. Nol only was min­

isLerial control re-es tablished but the Liberal Government recognised the 
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railway union, the Amalgamated Society of Railway Servants (ASRS), and 

consult.eel with it closely about LJ1c main principles on which the rail way sys­

tem was to be run iu future. IL is al111osL ccrtai11ly more l11an a coinc idence 

I hat Seddon himsel f had served an appn:nli l'l'ship as a fill er, and had worked 
in that trade for a nu111hcr of years holh in I ,ivcrpuol ;uni Nklho11111c. I le 

too had absorbed the culture o f the old factory system a11d or the n11.:1.al 

trades. 

In close consultation wil11 thc ASRS 1hc Liberal Government introduced 

a Classification Act iu 1894. This 111casurc noL onl y gave legal recogniti on 

1.0 LJ1e existing division o f labour but recogni sed L wo princirlcs which men 

in Lhe metal trades tried to achieve not on ly in North America buL in Brit­

ain: seniority and the need for apprenticeship. Seniority acknowledged the 

right of all employees to have length of serv ice taken into accoun t when 

questions of promotion, dismissal, or disc ipline were considcrccl. Senior­

ity had ·another function, however, w hich was of Ilic essence: it greatly 

reduced the freedom of foremen. The autonomous foreman disappcarccl 

from New Zealand railways, including Ilic workshops, in thi s period. Within 

a generatjon New Zealand foremen were qui Le con tent willl IJ1cir powers 

because IJ1cy no longer rcmcmbcrccl how large their powers had once been. 

The foreman may have been happy, however, Lo give up 1hcir autonollly in 

return for job sccuriLy. 16 

Apprenti ceship was undoubtccll y more important than seniority in al­

lowing the skilled crafts to preserve their position . ll1c need for apprentice­

ship recognised the pre-indusu·ial principles of craft trainin g and crart sLaLus. 

Young lads, usually in their earl y teens, were taken on by the rai lway 

. workshops to u·ain in the wi(lt.: variety or sk il led 111r 1al w01 k 111;11was 1111dcr-

1.aken in the workshops ( for instance fillers, 1unH.:rs, blacks111i1hs, tinsmiths 

etc.). Only those who had served apprenLiccships could enter a skilled trade. 

This principle of recruiuncnL was maintained throughout the next sixty 

years. Unskilled men were unable Lo break into sk illed trades even when 

in the course of their work, as with Lhc blacksmith' s helper, they learnt. 

enough to do the work of a skilled man. The only route which would allow 

them into a skilled craft was Illa! which began wil11 an appren ti ceship. For 

an adult unskilled worker, with a wife and chi ldrcn, the drop in wages 

involved in doing an apprcniceship would have rul ed out the idea. 
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This vital sector of Llie metal-indusLry - the consLrucLion and repair of 

locomoLivcs and wagons - sel Lhe p:.illern for Lhe private scclor. Although 

more research needs to be done iL seems quile clear that Lhe Railway 

Workshops, and indeed the entire railway sytc111, provided an arena in 

which (ioveni111c11t es tablished g11idcli11cs for the private sector. For in­

stance, between 1896 and 1908 the differentials between skilled and un­

skilled were reduced Lo a far narrower margin than was true in the United 

St.ates and a mi11im11111 wage was estahlishcd . lndced by 1905 iL is possible 

to sec Lhe emergence of whal later became a standard principle of wagc­

scLLing in Lhis indusLry, the core rate for all sk illed work. Minimum wages, 

regular crnploymenL, seniority and t.hc recognition of the monopoly enjoyed 

by skilled men were demands of metalworkers in all English-speaking 

countries during this period; only in New Zealand, however, did they es­

tabli sh Lhcsc new righL<;. 17 

The ArbiLration Court, set up in 1894, began translating some of these 

principl es into the private sector in Lhc early Lwcnlicth century. In particu­

lar the Coun recognised Lhal an apprenticeship marked Lhe most desirable 

path Lo a sk illed Lracle. Although iL Lried to make ullowance for less-skilled 

work to be done by men who had not served apprenticeships, Lhesc consl i­

Lulcd exceptions (although unionisL'i frequenlly expressed intense rage). The 

CourL not only recognised Lhc apprenticeship as a prerequisite for admis­

sion to a skilled trade, but acted to exclude women and Lo limit the num­

ber of boys who could be taken on as apprcniLiccs. Given Lhc role thal 

women played in breaking down the monopoly of some skilled crafts in the 

United States this almost un-noted aspec t or the Arbitration Court's work 

bcco111es or Cl itica) i111porl:lllCC. f11dced IHI WOlllCll have been acflllitlc<l lO 

lhc 111etal Lradcs in New Zealand, even during the emergency of war. In the 

1960s, to cast our searchlight forward a couple of generations, the Railways 

Department insisted that women be admiLLed Lo apprenticeships. Only one 

ever applied al Hillside and she wus subjec ted Lo so much harrassment that 

she abandom.:d her proposed career. IL was the same in the private seclor. 18 

In the 1920s, when Refonn governed New Zealand, an effort was made 

to modernise Lhc country's railways and the railway workshops. The 

Dcparlmenl brought in a consulwnt from Lhe Canadian Pacific Railway, one 

of Lhc firsl Lo systematica lly adopt "scientific managment". This New 
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Zealand-born production engineer, E.T. Spidy, visited all the workshops 

and wrote a reporl which damned Lhcn1 ;1s slow and ineffi c ient. The equip­

ment was outdated, much work was wastefully duplicated, ;rnd the sea le of 

operations in mos t shops was loo s111all Lo pcnniL efficiency . Most damn­

ing, he concluded that "costs, as a mcai1s of 111a11agc1111.:11t. arc 110 fac tor al 
all". '9 

Spidy was especially critical o f tJ1e way in which the sk ill ed men con­

trnlled all aspects of work in the workshops. This pattern of control, it must 

be said, was in part underpinned by the continuance or the practi ce o f 

recruiting all supervisory personnel out of tJ1e sk illed crafts. Spidy proposed 

a number of immediate reforms. I le could not eas il y grasp. however, a 

solutibn Lo tJ1e most complicated problem: how cou ld management deter­

mine tJ1e number of hours required for c~1c h task? This issue, o f course, had 

led the famous American engineer, Frederick Taylor, Lo pioneer the devel­

opment of"sc ienlific management" and to promote his methods as a so lu­

tion to all tJ1e ills of an industrial society. In essence Tny lor's scheine 

proposed that knowledge be shifled from tJ1e shop noor into management 

bureaucracies rccmited from co lleges and universities. If Spidy considered 

such a system he decided Lo drop tJ1 e idea. The men in tJ1 e workshops were 

already highly disgrnntl cd by the lack of co11s11ltatio11 over thi s grea t shake 

up and he may have concluded, given tJiaL he wanted pcr111aner1l employ­

ment in New Zealand, tJiat il might be w ises t if he avoided an overt con­

frontation . A s a result of Spidy' s work tJ1 e workshops were modernised, but 

tJ1e aulonornous industrial crnl"ts111e11 survi vcd. Short! y afterwards manage­

ment (in Wellington) proposed Lo institute time-and-motion studies; a united 

front of workers and foremen tlcl"ea tcd tJ1e proposa l. 

CONCLUSION 

ll1is study has looked at tJ1e impact of the second industrial revolution by 

focuss ing on two similar industries in two towns or rongllly similar size. 

In both societies most industrial work was organi sed th rough an crn ployer­

employec relationship. Both societies deve loped ways Lo integrate work­

ing men and women into political and economic lire - ways that went 

beyond tJ1c employment relationship itself. But these differed dramatica lly. 

In Dunedin, from 1890 onwards, the working class was organi sed in unions 
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and tJ1ese unions enjoyed consiclerahle poliLical power. Thal political influ­

ence played a11 undc11i:1bly large role in dcLemiining tJ1e fact tJiaL skilled men 

remained more powerful within New Zealan·d Lhan they did in the United 

States. 1 t was possi Illy of eq11al i1rqxirt;111ce that Lhc differenL size of the two 

111arkets, a11d l1e11ce or 111osl engi11l'cr i11g firm s, rncant tJiaL the most efficient 

and producli ve 111etJ1od: were less necessary Lo tJ1e viability of firms in New 

Zealand tJian was tJ1e case in tJ1e United States. Hence skill dilution and tlle 

destruction o f craft monopolies, perhaps central Lo maintaining a competi­

tive edge or expanding market shares in the United States, were scarcely 

imperatives at all witJ1in New Zealand. Further siudy would be necessary 

Lo be confident thaL tJ1is was so as tJ1e Railways may have been atypical . It 

was also of considerable importance tJiat Duned in, like New Zealand, was 

a racially homogeneous society . The Maori, about five per cent of tJie 

population in 1900, were almost all rural. The unskilled and semi-skilled 

belonged not only Lo tJie same broad culture as their employers but all 

groups witJ1in the workforce had been socialised into the same no~ms, 

values, and aspirations. This was never the case in Waterbury. 

ln Waterbury the work ing class became a mosaic or ethnic communi­

ties and organisa tions. These were represented within the political process 

bill the vario11s ethnic co11111111niti cs 11cver 11nitcd. Each ethnic cornmunily 

negotiated separately with the leaders o f the two main parties. Workers as 

such, or unions as such, only occas ional ly and bricny had any political 

leverage. Onl y in the 1930s and in the post-World War II period did 

American goven1111 cnt s i11tcrvc11e Lo i11 sist that c111ployers accept unions as 

part or the social structure. Ethnici ty and gender also provided the employ­

ers of Waterbury w ith a superb t<xi l for breaking clown tJic privileges of 

sk ii led workers ;Jllcl tlcpri vi11g them of control over the shop floor. The rest 

of tJ1e story follows from these simple facts, but tJ1e fact tJiat Lhc stories 

differed in tJie two societies also contributed Lo tJ1e creation of two radically 

different social systems. 

BotJ1 these New World soc ieti es have recogni sed equality of opportu­

nity and freedom as central values, yet the experience of these two facto­

ries in these two towns suggests tlle different ways in which tllese broad 

concepts were given meaning. In the United States the notion of equality 

of opportunity, and in particular of each m<m's (or should it be person's) 

109 



ERIK OLSSEN WI T JI J E REMY BR EC llER 

right to move from rags to ri ches, became an important dimension of 
equality. Ami this was how the soc ial 1111i v<.: rse of the brass rae1or ies was 

organised. At Hillside and in New Zc~il a ncl , by contrast, belief in the pos­

sibility of moving from rngs lo ri ches never played such a large part , or any 

p;ut at all , in the nal.ion ' s sense of what made it distincti ve. Even the no­

tion of equality or opportunity has hem lc111pcrcd by a1101hcr belief in 

another form of equality, a form of equality which is perhaps suggested 

beller by the word levelling. The core rate and the minimum wage gave 

tangible express ion to the view of equality. So did the practice of rec ruit­

ing all supervisory personnel , including the manager of ll1e workshops, from 

the shop floor. This view of equality has coloured New Zealand life al every 

level froni national policy to llic shop fl oor. 
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