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The reasons for including Denmark in a comparative history of textile industry should not be found primarily in products or technology. Seen from a global point of view, the country has always been a minor player in textile production. Barring a few exceptions, there has been no export worth mentioning of Danish textile products. In addition, the technology used has mostly been copied or imported from abroad.

Rather it is the way the workforce became organized, and the role it played in creating modern industrial relations, that makes Danish textile industry interesting. These modern industrial relations, created in all sectors of Danish industry in a parallel process, came to form the continuous basis of a stable democracy and the much-acclaimed welfare state
.

Consequently, this article falls into two parts: the first part presents a general overview of textile production in Denmark since the eighteenth century. The second part delves into the specific question of how industrial labour was organised and modern industrial relations created, including a critical assessment.

Textile production from pre-industry to the present

For the purpose of this article, textile production is defined as the production of yarn and, subsequently, woven fabrics, mainly from wool and cotton, but also from flax, silk, synthetic fibres, etc. These activities are considered the core of the textile industry in the industrialized period. Other branches of industry are those of knitwear and clothing, but these have different characteristics, and are not included in the following, unless when specifically noted.

Rural artisans and domestic manufacturing

Geographically Denmark consists of the peninsula of Jutland and approximately 100 inhabited islands, including Zealand with the capital of Copenhagen. In the late 18th century, the population was a little less than one million. The country is fertile, and for centuries agriculture was the main source of income, supplemented by trade, fishing and shipping. From ancient times, wool and flax was spun and woven into fabrics in peasants’ homes. This domestic manufacturing of textile was undoubtedly of great importance in pre-industrialized Denmark. A course woollen fabric
 was used for everyday clothing, while the more precious linen could be used for undergarments or bedclothes.

The last half of the 18th century was a period of peace and general prosperity in Denmark. Agricultural reforms gradually improved the daily life of the peasants, who lived in the villages as tenant farmers. In the same period, there was a change in the demand for textiles. Fabrics made with a linen warp and woollen weft
, often with bright coloured stripes or patterns, became popular. Common people used these fabrics for finer clothing and for interior decoration
. In rural areas, textiles were not only produced by peasants in their homes, but also by artisans: weavers, employed by an estate, or working in their own shop in a village. Normally, artisans were only allowed to set up shops in towns. However, weavers formed one of the few exceptions, and in some areas, there could be 2-3 weavers in one village. The workshops were usually small, comprising only the weaver himself and maybe an apprentice. Spinning, winding etc. was often carried out by the weaver’s wife or children. 

While peasants in some areas would cease to weave their own textiles and instead started to bring their homespun yarn to the village weaver, peasants in other parts of the country saw the opportunity to supply their income by selling their domestic products. In certain areas, the domestic manufacturing of textiles grew considerably, especially in the period around 1750-1850. In one such area, in the north of the island of Funen, approximately ¾ of the farmers and 2/3 of the smallholders owned a loom
. Due to the lack of statistical sources, we do not know the exact size of these rural types of domestic production. Nevertheless, it seems safe to conclude, that in the 18th and early nineteenth centuries, domestic production and countryside artisans provided the vast majority of textile products.

Manufactures

One could argue that from the point of view of nature, Denmark was never meant to become industrialized. Not considering Norway, part of the Danish-Norwegian monarchy until 1814, the country has only limited sources of waterpower, and very few mineral resources. However, the course of history is not decided by nature alone.

Like in other parts of Europe, the economic decisions of the Danish monarchy were strongly influenced by mercantilist ideas, and manufacturing of textiles was to become a centrepiece in the mercantilist endeavours. Agriculture already produced wool and flax, and cotton could be imported from the colonies
. The missing factors were the technology, know-how and capital, needed for large-scale manufacture. Consequently, the state had to take the lead. The absolutist state had a relatively effective system of tax collection at its disposal. On this basis, capital was accumulated and transferred to state subsidies for privately owned manufactures. The monarchy also commanded a well-developed administrative system, which was both used to secure the necessary supply of raw materials and skilled labour for industrial production, and to further the sale of products
.

Since medieval times, the trades had been organized in guilds. The guilds were a mechanism for internal control within the trades, in order to avoid competition and to control prices. They were also instruments of state intervention within the trades, since the guild regulations had to be officially approved in order to attain validity. Membership of the guilds was compulsory for almost any artisan. In the capital of Copenhagen and other major cities, guilds existed for cloth-makers, weavers, silk-weavers and hosiery-makers
. New factory-guilds were organized, mimicking this well-known form of organization. These guilds provided the owners of the manufactures with quite extensive powers over their workers, as they prescribed fixed maximum wages and gave employers the possibility to refuse labourers the right to leave the factory
. A subsidised General warehouse
 was established, for the purpose of securing imported raw materials at favourable prices, providing a guaranteed outlet for products and supplying the textile merchants with credit. Furthermore, the import of foreign textiles was banned. This ban does not seem to have been completely effective, however, as the government repeatedly asked the parish priests to admonish their flock for taking part in smuggling.

The direct and indirect subsidies paid by the state to textile manufacturers in the years 1736 to 1774 amounted to 8-900,000 RD, which is roughly the same as the salary of 250-300 journeymen each year
. A number of master artisans were attracted from abroad, especially from Germany, and founded so-called textile manufactures, mainly in Copenhagen. Most of these manufactures were quite small, though, and a significant number were organized according to the putting-out-system, where a number of domestic workers or small artisan shops were working under the supervision of a master artisan, or sometimes a merchant. One of the exceptions to this rule was the Royal Privileged Cotton Manufacture – publicly known as the Manchester Factory – established just outside Copenhagen in 1779. This manufacture marked an important first step in the mechanisation of textile production: it was equipped with both water frames and mules for spinning. There was no waterpower though –instead all machines were either hand- or horse-driven. The size of the complex, as well as the introduction of spinning machines, made this the first Danish establishment, deserving the designation factory
. 

Due to the Tools Act, which prevented export of certain machines from England, technology could not be imported, but had to be copied locally. The Swedish-born manager of the Manchester Factory, Ch.A. Nordberg, personally conducted what we today would label industrial espionage in England. Nordberg later left the Manchester Factory, to establish a machine shop, which supplied several textile mills with water frames and other machinery
. By the irony of history, the Manchester Factory was destroyed in 1807, when Copenhagen was bombarded by English troops. The bombardment was the result of Denmark’s involvement in the Napoleonic wars. The war was an immediate advantage for the textile manufacturers. Competition from abroad was effectively blocked, and the value of the Danish currency was rapidly decreasing. For the first time ever, a substantial export of textile goods was rendered possible. This attracted investment capital, and the production of cloth was quadrupled between 1801 and 1814. In the smaller cotton-sector, growth was even relatively higher. The growth of production was not the result of mechanisation, however. Rather it was based on well-known technological and organizational forms.

In spite of such immediate advantages, the war had a catastrophic impact on the country. In 1813, the state was in effect bankrupt, and the following year saw the separation of Norway from the monarchy. State subsidies for textile production were radically lowered, the restrictions on import were released, and the economy entered a long period of deflation. The result was the worst economic crisis ever for Danish textile producers. The pre-war cotton production was almost wiped out by the renewed competition from England. However, the demand for cotton fabrics was continually growing, and it soon became possible to make a business out of weaving cotton from yarn imported from England. New weaving-shops were established in several provincial towns – partly by Copenhagen manufacturers, who wanted to take advantage of the cheaper labour costs outside the capital. The putting-out system became widespread. One such operation was that of a Copenhagen merchant, who contracted 100 female weavers in Dragør working at home, as well as another 100 in other places. He also employed a master weaver to instruct the weavers how to use this new raw material, and had the looms equipped with flying shuttles
.

The number of persons occupied in cloth making dropped by more than 2/3 from 1814 to 1830. Nevertheless, production only dropped by 1/3 during the same period
. This increased productivity reflected the fact that those cloth producers who survived the crisis primarily did so by relocating from Copenhagen to urban areas where waterpower was available. The most prominent example was I.C. Modeweg, who had established himself as a cloth manufacturer in the centre of Copenhagen in 1809. In 1831, he relocated his enterprise to Brede, in the countryside north of Copenhagen. This new cloth mill was to become one of the leading textile factories in the nineteenth and early twentieth century
. 

Thus, in the 1830s the majority of the production of cloth had become concentrated in 3-4 large cloth mills, all based on waterpower
. The larger cloth mills had all mechanised the carding, spinning and finishing processes. Weaving, however, continued to be carried out by hand.

Industrialization

In 1848, the absolutist monarchy was abolished and a liberal government was instituted. Reforms were carried out in favour of free trade, and from 1862 the guilds lost their right to control the market. Since a growing section of the population lived in towns, both the supply of labour as well as the demand for textile goods increased. Following the civil war of 1864, the duchies of Schleswig and Holstein were lost by the Danish crown, and became part of Germany. Because of this, the cloth-mills in the Danish part of the monarchy were relieved of a mayor, internal competition from the well-developed cloth-industry in Holstein. 

Based on a general increase in demand of agricultural products, nationally as well as on the world market, this was a period of growth and modernization in the countryside. Consequently, the domestic production of textiles became less attractive to farmers and smallholders, compared with agriculture as the main source of income. Moreover, the export of agricultural products brought capital into the country. Capital, which in turn could be invested in industrial development. Between 1840 and 1865, modern industry gained its foothold in Denmark
. The 1840s saw the first examples of full-scale mechanisation of cloth mills. In 1843 two mills were equipped with power looms and steam power respectively, and in 1846, Modewegs cloth mill in Brede, was the first to adopt both new technologies in combination with each other
. The replacement of handlooms by power looms did not proceed rapidly, though. The cloth mills typically used carded yarn, which was relatively fragile. On the types of loom used in this period, the only way to prevent the weft from breaking frequently was by reducing the speed of the loom – which hampered the productivity gain of power looms. Nevertheless, as power looms improved, they gradually became dominant. Spinning-technology was also modernised, and in the mid 1860s self-actors were introduced, at least at the cloth-mill in Brede
. 

The number of cloth-mills was growing, reaching a peak around 1875. Many smaller mills did not have the resources to take part in the technological advancements of this period, especially in the introduction of mechanised looms, and were consequently put out of business. However, the number of workers kept increasing until around 1900 – a sign of the concentration of production in larger units
. The technology employed in the industrialisation of cloth production, seems to be of mixed origin. Locally made machines – often copied from foreign models – were still in use. After the abolishment of the Tools Act, some machines were imported from England. But from around 1870, German machines became dominant in the wool industry – especially Schönherr looms seem to have been popular
. In addition, many of the masters and overseers in the Danish cloth-mills were of German origin, or at least educated in Germany. 

The demand for cotton fabrics kept on growing. Mechanical looms were introduced in cotton weaving in 1843, same year as in the cloth mills. In 1847, a rather ambitious enterprise, based on steam power and power looms, was established in Copenhagen. It only lasted a few years though. Another factory, established in 1854 would prove more viable. Under the name of I.H. Ruben it grew to become the largest Danish manufacturer of cotton textiles during the nineteenth century
. English technology was more strongly represented in the cotton-industry than in the cloth-mills. But there was also a German influence, not only via the supply of machinery, but also via the education of masters and overseers.

It seems like power looms spread more quickly in the cotton industry than in the cloth mills. Nevertheless, industrialization as such progressed more slowly. In 1872 there were still slightly more workers employed in the non-mechanised cotton and linen weaving in Copenhagen, than in the steam powered cotton factories – but the production of the latter was more than two times that of the former
. Ironically, it seems to bee the hand-weavers themselves, which gave the non-mechanised cotton weaving in Copenhagen its final deathblow, when they went on strike in 1884 – some of the major operators simple reacted to the strike by closing down their hand-weaving shops
. 

Industrial prime time

From the mid 1890s, the general process of industrialization went into a new phase. New types and methods of production partly based on new chemical and electric technologies characterized the growing industry. Apart from some moderation in the years around First World War, this was to be the general tendency until the severe recession in the early 1930s
. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, the cloth-mills continued the process of mechanisation. Some of the smaller mills were shut down, while the larger ones grew even. Some of the largest mills were converted into limited companies, reflecting the need for investment capital. From 1897 to 1914, the use of machine-power more than tripled, while the number of workers rose only marginally. Productivity was increased
. The same tendencies were seen in the cotton industry.


In both cloth-mills and cotton factories attempts were made to raise productivity by having one weaver operating several looms simultaneously. We do not know exactly when the multiple loom system was introduced initially, but we do know that it was one of the issues that triggered the great strike in 1905 (see below). Table 1 illustrates the progress of the multiple loom system in the cotton industry:

	
	1 loom
	2 looms
	3-4 looms
	6 looms or more

	1906
	20 %
	67 %
	12 %
	1 %

	1913
	13 %
	51 %
	35 %
	2 %


Table 1: Amount of cotton weavers relative to the number of looms operated by one weaver 1906-1913. Source: Statistiske Meddelelser: produktionsstatistikken 4.30.II, p. 15 & 26, 4.50.I, p. 19 & 21.
Another significant development was the re-establishment of spinning within the cotton industry. In 1892, a spinning plant was established in Vejle on the east coast of Jutland, using ring-spinning machines for the first time in Denmark.
 Another spinning plant was established in the same town a few years later, and together with some major cotton-weaving plants, this established the city’s reputation as the “Danish Manchester”
. A few other plants were established in the following years, among them a large one in Valby, Copenhagen. Contrary to the cloth-mills, cotton production would remain divided in different plants for spinning and weaving. Spinning was much concentrated, and the 4-6 spinning plants were large factories, compared to Danish industry as such. During the first half of the twentieth century, an average Danish industrial-plant employed between 30 and 40 workers. In the same period, the average cloth-mill employed 75-100 workers, the average cotton weaving plant around 100 workers and the average cotton spinning plant between 200 and 350 workers
. 

Entering the twentieth century, the Danish textile-industry was well developed. Measured by the number of workers employed, textile production was one of the important sectors
. But it was also a fragile industry, since it was under heavy competition from imported goods on its own home market – a market, which was characterized by fluctuations in demand, both in quantity and quality.

Denmark did not take part in the First World War, but during the last years of the war, the cotton industry was hampered by the lack of raw materials. The cloth-mills could substitute imported wool with domestic wool, as well as shoddy. Thus, they were not severely afflicted by the war itself.  However, the general post-war crisis in 1920-21 dealt a severe blow to both branches. Many of the larger textile-plants, established during the nineteenth century, experienced difficulties in the interwar period. Some of them were forced to close down, with the result that the total number of factories diminished slightly. This had several causes: it was a turbulent period with several instances of economic recession and high unemployment. In turn, this of course, affected the consumption of textile goods. Moreover, the textile-industry felt the competition from major textile-producing countries – primarily England and Germany. Prior to First World War, the Danish industry had a 50% share of the home market approximately. In the 1920s, competition grew even stronger, partly because of the fluctuations of the Danish currency and a liberal trade policy, and partly because the market share of national textile-production fell below 33%. During the recession in the 1930s, a Social Democratic government introduced a more protectionist trade-policy, resulting in the market share of national production rising again to around 50%
.

Apart from the general political and economical developments of the period, part of the problems can probably be ascribed to the industry itself. It was slow in adapting to changing consumer demands. While there was a clear change in demand from heavy to lighter woollen fabrics from 1913 to 1924, the industry was in fact producing relatively more heavy fabrics during this period. It seems that the woollen-industry finally understood the message, as its production shifted markedly from heavy to light fabrics from 1925 to 1935
. The cotton industry however, still lagged behind. As late as in 1935, printed cotton fabrics – which were high in demand – were not produced at all. In fact, even the employers association admitted in 1939 that the industry was failing to keep up with the ongoing changes in fashion
. 

Working faster

There are only limited documentary sources on the productivity of the Danish textile-industry prior to First World War. However, the sources we have, indicate an average growth of approximately 1.2 % pr. annum from 1897to 1905 and 2.4 % per annum from 1905 to 1913
. These figures are pretty much in line with industry as a whole during this period. From 1916 onwards, we can calculate annual figures
. These figures indicate a continuous fluctuation in the yearly production, especially during the First World War and the first part of the 1920s. This is not surprising, since this period was generally characterized by rapid changes in the economy, failing supplies of raw materials during the war years and a wave of strikes and lockouts in the 1920s. However, there was a clear long-term tendency towards productivity growth from 1916 until around 1930, with an average yearly increase of more than 3%. From 1930 onwards, the growth stopped, and productivity was more or less constant until the Second World War. This is also quite parallel to the industry in general.

The statistics are not very detailed, but it seems that most of the rise in productivity between 1897 and 1913 was achieved in cotton spinning, while productivity within cotton weaving and cloth making remained almost constant. During the interwar period, the situation was reversed: apart from some heavy fluctuations in the early 1920s
, spinning did not experience productivity growth. Contrary to that, cotton weaving and cloth making experienced a very steep rise in productivity following the end of First World War, reaching a peak around 1935 with productivity approximately 2.5 times that of the last “normal” years prior to the War.

This increase in productivity was probably not caused by new technology, as much as it was caused by organizational changes within the labour-process. The rise in productivity coincided with a further significant increase in the multiple loom-systems employed. This was particularly the case within the cotton-industry, as seen in Table 2.

	
	1 loom
	2 looms
	3-4 looms
	6 looms or more

	1913
	13 %
	51 %
	35 %
	2 %

	1937
	0 %
	24 %
	60 %
	16 %


Table 2: Amount of cotton weavers relative to the number of looms operated by one weaver 1913-37. Source: Textilfabrikantforeningen: Gennemsnitsfortjenesten i September 1937. Dansk Tekstilarbejderforbunds arkiv, Arbejderbevægelsens Bibliotek og Arkiv, folio 217.
The multiple loom system did not spread as rapidly in the cloth-mills, probably because the woollen weft was more fragile than that of cotton.

The development of multiple loom systems was facilitated by the introduction of automatic looms, which happened just after 1900. Some of the early attempts at introducing this new technology were made with looms from the Swiss company Rüti, while the English Northrop-type also seems to have been in widespread use
. While an ordinary loom had to be stopped every now and then, when the weft ran out, the automatic loom would automatically substitute either the cop or the whole shuttle with a new full one, while continuously weaving. But because of its more complicated nature, an automatic loom would run at a slower pace. An English experiment, referred to in a widely used Danish textbook for textile engineers, showed that all things being equal, automatic looms in a 4-looms system produced between 7 and 16 % less per loom, compared to the ordinary looms
. 

The advantage of the automatic loom was of course, that the weaver would be able to attend even more looms at the same time. Depending on the wages paid for attending more looms, the loss in efficiency for each loom could be more than compensated by the decrease in the cost of labour. Never the less: automatic looms were in no way a prerequisite for the multiple loom system as such. In fact, the initial expansion of this system did not require much change in technology. Devices for automatically stopping the loom when a thread was broken would aid the weaver in tending more looms, but these devices could easily be added to existing, ordinary power-looms. We have no precise numbers for the spread of automatic-looms, but different sources suggest that it was a gradual process, and that at least many of the 3- and 4-loom-systems were based on ordinary power-looms.

The industry may also have applied other technical advancements, such as machinery for cutting and preparing the warp. But all in all: it was not technical advancements as such, as much as it was new ways of organising the labour process, which caused the rise of productivity in the interwar period. Textile-workers simply had to tend more machines and/or work faster. One female weaver recollects:

The textile-industry underwent widespread rationalization. Automatic-looms were introduced, so that instead of tending two or four looms, we now had to tend to eight, and work in double shifts from 6am to 3pm and 3pm to 12pm. That was in 1929 and I worked this way for 12 years. My nerves were strained and I had difficulties falling asleep.
 

Between 1933 and 1935, a few companies even took this a step further, when they introduced the so-called Bedaux-system. This was a system of rationalization, inspired by Taylor’s Scientific Management and based on time studies, but adapted to the particular requirements of the textile industry. However, the Bedaux system never came into widespread use.

The post-war climax

During the Second World War Denmark was occupied by Germany. Compared to most other occupied countries, the direct impact of the war was relatively insignificant. One of the impacts was a shortage of raw materials, which also affected the textile-industry. However, the war also prevented much of the competition from abroad, and a few plants were actually expanded during these years. The lack of competition continued in the immediate post-war period, and around 1950 the industry reached a historic peak in the number of factories and the size of the workforce.
 It was at this point, in 1950, that a newly elected liberal government abolished the protectionist trade policies. The renewed competition from abroad was a hard blow to some parts of the textile industry. Especially the traditional production of fabrics for clothing declined. Some of the oldest and largest companies had to close: Mogensen & Dessau in Odense, who had build the largest single cotton weaving- shed in Northern Europe in 1949, and I.C. Modeweg & Søn A/S in Brede, the oldest cloth mill in the country, had to close down in 1953 and ‘56 respectively. Following both worker and employer protests, the duty on imported textiles was raised in 1956. However, this only provided temporary relief, and several more mills were forced to close during the 1950s and 60s.

The industry reacted with intensified attempts to rationalize production. From 1948 to 1954 productivity rose almost 5% pr. annum
. Because of these developments, the number of persons employed in cotton weaving and cloth-production, as well as the total number of factories, diminished by 50% during the 1950s, even though the total production only fell by approximately 15%.
 The increase in productivity and decline in employment were characterizing features for the production of yarn and fabrics for clothing until the beginning of the 1970s at least. This was sustained by new technologies, such as more efficient ring spinning-machines and the new rotor spinning-machines, introduced in the mid 1960s. At the same time, new types of shuttle less looms, capable of weaving at even higher speeds, were introduced.
 

Another new technology, which was taken up by the Danish textile industry, was that of carpet production using mechanized tufting. From a modest beginning, this production increased during the 1960s, spurred on by the general increase in housing standards of that decade. This was also one of the few examples of Danish textile industry being able to export to the world market. Contrary to other sectors of the textile-industry, employment within the carpet-industry rose steadily until the beginning of the 1970s – but not enough to compensate for the overall decline of employment.

Post-industry?

If the 1960s had been a period of gradual decline, the early 1970s were a period of explicit crisis for the Danish textile industry. One reason for this was the general economic recession. This affected the sale of long-term consumer goods, which meant that employment levels were on the decrease, even within the carpet industry.
 Another contributing factor was the transition to free trade within the European market, which was a consequence of Denmark joining the EEC in 1972. In addition, new countries were becoming active textile producers and exporters, able to compete on the world market, based on their comparatively lower wages.
 Finally, changes in public-consumption towards synthetic fabrics caused problems for the traditional cotton- and wool-based industry, of a more long-term nature. 

The companies that best survived the crisis seem to be those that specialized their product-range, in terms of design, flexibility and quality. One of the most successful carpet factories – Egetæpper – was among the first European factories to invest in computer-controlled dyeing-technology, which made it possible to apply colours to the fibres of an already finished carpet, thereby making rapid changes in design possible.
 The last survivor of the major cloth-mills, Kjærs Mølle in Ålborg, has been transformed into a specialized producer of high quality furniture fabrics under the trade name of Gabriel. Another characteristic feature has been a number of mergers, takeovers and other changes on the owner-side. For example, the dominant cotton-spinning company, De Danske Bomuldsspinderier, bought the major cotton-weaving mill, Grenaa Dampvæveri, in 1960. Both were subsequently taken over by an investment group, which eventually collapsed because of unsuccessful investments in the stock market. Most of the cotton spinning was closed down, and approximately 1,000 jobs were lost. The company was later reconstructed, and for several years, Grenaa Dampvæveri was specialized in the production of fabrics for protective clothing. It was acquired by a foreign investor in 2001, and the following year it was closed down.
 

4.809 persons were employed in the production of yarn and textile-fabrics in Denmark in 1998
. That was a little more than half the number of persons employed within the sector in 1906, and 1/3 of the number in 1950, when employment peaked. 

Labour, organization and industrial relations

The guilds were the predominant instrument of social organisation of labour in the pre-industrial trades. They took care of the social needs of their members – masters as well as journeymen – and provided a framework for the cultural practice of the artisans. To be regarded a skilled and worthy journeyman, one had to complete an apprenticeship, followed by a period travelling from workshop to workshop, picking up new experiences. Danish artisans would often travel through central Europe, and many expressions used within the trades are German in origin. One of them is zünft; the concept used to designate the rituals that artisans had to know and practice, in order to be well received by fellow artisans when travelling. After travelling for some years, a journeyman would normally settle down, and become master of his own workshop. Artisans considered themselves as part of a fraternity, based on their trade, and including journeymen as well as masters. 

However, in the late eighteenth century, the gradual development of a capitalist economy was beginning to undermine the guilds. When production became concentrated in larger units, the ratio of journeymen to masters rose, and journeymen could no longer expect to become masters themselves. The guilds proved unable to handle the new types of disputes and contradictions, which arose as journeymen became wage-labourers, and masters became employers. Furthermore, from the point of view of the proponents of liberalism, the guilds were harnessing free trade and constituted an obstacle to economic-development. Consequently, as mentioned above, the liberal government, constituted in 1848, removed the guild’s rights to control trade, and made membership voluntary in 1862.

Journeymen turned wage-labourers and unskilled-workers made redundant by the structural changes in agriculture, formed a growing proletariat in the larger cities – especially Copenhagen. In the 1860s, the “worker-issue” was discussed in a variety of forums. Attempts were made to revitalize the guilds, while others tried to form workers’ associations on a liberal platform. However, the most viable new form of social organisation of labour would be the socialist trade unions and the modern labour-movement. The first Danish labour-movement was formed in 1871. It was called the International Working Men's Association for Denmark – the International in short – and was affiliated to the First International. A special weavers section was formed, along with other sections, mainly based on trades. The International was quite successful in organizing the working-class during the first half of the 1870s. But soon the organization was banned and its leaders jailed. Furthermore, a period of recession led to rising unemployment. The labour movement declined, and had to be reconstituted during the 1880s. The reconstitution took place based on a decision taken in 1878, to split the labour movement in two parts: a Social Democratic political party and a trade-union movement. A division of labour was established, which would characterise the Danish labour movement for generations to come. 

The quest for recognition

Following the ban of the International, a new Weavers’ Union was formed in Copenhagen in 1873.
 From the beginning, only artisans working as hand-weavers were accepted as members. The women, who were tending mechanized looms in the cotton-factories, were referred to as “journeymen in skirts” by the union members, and generally regarded as inferior, since they were not skilled and did not practice the zünft. In 1874 an attempt to organize female weavers in a separate organisation failed. The first strike organized by the Union in 1873 was a success. But the decline of the hand weaving made life hard for the Union in the following years. As mentioned above, the owners of major hand-weaving facilities reacted to a strike in 1884 by closing down their operations in Copenhagen altogether, and the strike failed miserably. It became clear to the weavers that they had to take their colleagues in the mechanized mills seriously, and in 1884 the statutes of the Union were changed, making it formally possible for both male and female industrial weavers to become members. In reality, the Union continued almost exclusively to act on behalf of the skilled weavers
. 
In the following years, new unions in the two provincial towns of Horsens and Odense joined the Copenhagen union, and in November 1885 the Danish Weavers’ Federation was officially proclaimed. Membership increased very slowly during the first 10 years of its existence, but grew suddenly in the second half of the 1890s. The most important factor behind this growth was probably the changes in industrial relations within the textile industry, which again were a result of the work carried out by the Federation itself.

In the first years of union existence, strikes were decided on a more or less ad-hoc basis, sometimes with very little preparation. In fact, the decision to go on strike was mainly taken locally. Sometimes, unorganised mill-workers would start a strike, and then approach the nearest Union-branch to become members and ask for subsidies during the strike. Thus, the strength of the workers in such a conflict would depend on the Unions’ ability to collect funds for subsidies among those members who were not on strike – not to mention the often difficult task of maintaining solidarity and keeping strike-breakers out. A surprisingly high number of these strikes seem to have ended in victory to the workers.
 Nevertheless, this way of fighting for improvements in working-conditions was costly, both for the Federation and for the participants. Furthermore, the results were fragile: if the outcome of the strike did not meet the expectation of the newly organized members, they might decide to leave the union again. In addition, the employers could lower the wages again, as soon as they felt an opportunity to do so.

Out of these experiences, a twofold strategy evolved. On the one hand, it consisted of the quest for negotiated wage-schedules. According to the liberal ideology, predominant amongst the employers, it was the sole privilege of the owner of the means of production to decide wage levels and terms of employment. Contrary to this, the Federation demanded that wages should be determined through negotiations between the employer and the workers – represented by the Union – and stipulated in writing in a wage schedule. On the other hand, was the quest to strengthen internal discipline amongst the workers, in order to ensure that strikes would be better prepared and organized. In 1892 the first, small steps were taken, to build up a strike fund. It was also decided that the Federation would only recognize a strike, when 9/10s of the workers participated. In the mid-1890s, the first wage-schedules were negotiated. In 1895 the name was changed to the Textile Workers Federation (TWF), to signal the principal aim of organizing all workers within the textile industry, regardless of their level of skill.

The increased membership in the second part of the 1890s coincided with an increased strike activity, coordinated by the central leadership of the Federation. In this way, the Federation succeeded in “covering” several provincial towns, by striking – or threatening to strike – against one employer at a time. In 1898 it was decided to take on the employers in Copenhagen in the same fashion. But the Copenhagen employers reacted in an unforeseen manner: they joined the provincial employers in an national Textile Manufacturers’ Federation (TMF).
 The strategy of the employers was to obtain centralized control over wage-negotiations. Responding to the demand by the union for a common wage-schedule for Copenhagen, the Manufacturers’ Federation demanded negotiations for a nationwide agreement. After some hesitation – based on an unwillingness to contribute to the strengthening of the employer’s federation – the TWF accepted. The outcome was the first national agreement for the textile-industry.

The national agreement stipulated the general conditions of employment, such as conditions for paying piece-rates, etc. Furthermore, the agreement stipulated that only “lawful” strikes and lockouts were acceptable.
 The concept of “lawful” was not defined, but the course of events seems to indicate that both parties took it quite seriously. The national agreement was to be in effect for 3 years, after which it was to be re-negotiated. It was still to be supplemented by local wage-schedules – henceforward referred to as local agreements. Such agreements were concluded with a number of companies, both members and non-members of the Manufacturers’ Federation. At least one third of the companies, and probably a majority of the workers in the textile industry were covered by local agreements at the end of 1898.
 Thus, it is fair to say that for the textile industry, 1898 marked the breakthrough of collective bargaining. 

In the same year The National Confederation of Trade Unions (CTU) was formed. The trade union federations that comprised the CTU represented approximately ¾ of all male workers and 1/5 of all female workers. These numbers made the Danish working-class one of the best organized in the world.
 Agreements and collective bargaining also evolved in other branches. Eventually, most employers accepted the unions as a permanent phenomenon, best dealt with through negotiated agreements. The National Danish Employers’ Confederation (DEC) was formed in the same year as the CTU. While the different federations that made up the CTU maintained a great deal of autonomy, the strategy of the employers’ confederation was one of centralization. They consequently strove to make the CTU and the DEC the two main bodies of bargaining. This strategy, which the employers would pursue for the most part of the twentieth century, was supposed to harness local strikes and pressure for higher wages. Threatened by strikes, the DEC would retaliate with lockouts, ultimately on a national scale.

The following year, the DEC felt ready to test this strategy. In response to a rather insignificant joiners strike in the province, they launched a nation-wide lockout. The employers claimed that the time had come, when it was necessary for them to prove that they were “the master in their own house”. The answer from the labour-movement was that this was an obsolete point of view: under modern, industrial conditions of production, the factory could not be equated with the employer’s house. The terms of employment had to be considered a contractual relation between two parties, of which none could have an exclusive right to decide.

After more than three months of fierce conflict, which affected 40,000 workers and their families, a settlement was finally agreed upon. The main points of this so called September Compromise was that the employers recognized the workers right to organize and negotiate collectively, while the trade-union movement in turn recognized the employers prerogative to distribute the workforce and manage the workplace as considered necessary. Furthermore, certain formal procedures had to be followed before a strike or lockout could be declared. In this sense, the employers had moved a significant step closer to the centralisation they desired. The September Compromise was to become the basis of industrial relations in Denmark throughout the twentieth century.
 

Consolidation

The TMF apparently felt bound by the 1898 agreement with the TWF, and refrained from taking part in the lockout in 1899. Thus the textile workers were not directly involved in the great conflict. But the textile industry was also included under the September Compromise.

As industrial relations based on centralised, collective bargaining developed, the CTU, as well as its member federations such as the Textile Workers’ Federation, had to accept the formal responsibility to uphold agreements, and prevent their members from striking in violation of them. The following passage was added to the constitution of the TWF, as a direct consequence of the September Compromise:

No branch must initiate a strike before it is sanctioned by the Federation. The executive committee must ensure that no strike is initiated in contravention of agreements between organizations involved or the constitution of the CTU and its agreements with employer organizations. The Federation bears no responsibility for strikes, which are initiated in contravention of this paragraph, and the branch involved will have its membership revoked.

This, however, was not a final solution. During the following decades, the TMF as well as the Employers’ Confederation continuously strove to centralize negotiations and the right to close agreements. The CTU and its members constantly had to adapt to this strategy. There was a strong tradition of autonomy within the labour-movement. The CTU was never given the formal right to conclude agreements on behalf of its member federations. Nevertheless, the CTU leadership often used its formal rights, as well as its informal means of pressure, to keep federations from pursuing their immediate goals through a strike; particularly in situations were it felt that conflict would be against the interest of the labour movement as such.

With industrial relations based on centralised, collective bargaining, the relationship between labour and capital became more formalised and rationalized. Class struggle became enshrouded in technical deliberations. The national agreement of 1901, which replaced the first agreement of 1898, is a perfect example of this. During negotiations, the question of piece-rate scales was brought up. Most companies used their own piece-rate scale, and to compensate for differences in density and other factors, many such scales stipulated payment for different types of fabric separately – very often 50-100 types. Other piece-rate scales used the so-called English model. In this case, payment was based on picks per inch, which meant that differences in fabric density would automatically be accounted for.
 Both sides found that there was a need for a uniform model. Finally it was agreed, that all piece-rate scales should be based on the English model – even to such an extent, that calculations should be based on the number of picks per English inch. Since an English inch is 3% shorter than a Danish inch, this would mean a proportional reduction of payment, for those workers already paid according to a scale based on picks per Danish inch, if the rates were not adjusted accordingly.

Apparently, when local negotiations of piece-rate scales was started, based on the general agreement, the effects of these very technical deliberations was not completely clear to all union activists. This resulted in some branches consolidating local agreements, which led to a substantial decrease in wages, due to a lack of understanding of the implications of the English system.
 This episode created a great deal of turmoil. In Odense, which had the largest local branch outside Copenhagen, some members went on strike against the wage-decrease, but since this was considered an invalid action, the Federation refused to support them and they were eventually expelled. Several others followed them, resigning from membership in protest.  

Other local union activists took the challenge upon themselves. One example is the workers at Bloch & Andresen’s cotton mill in Jutland, who decided to produce their own proposal for a new piece-rate scale, based on picks per inch. One of the union members later recalled:

It took us a long time, before we reached any result. Lots of fabrics had to be examined, and it had to be done after working hours, but before the factory gate was closed. We held a meeting once a week and had everything put down and written out and send to the Federation. At the same time, we had to make a census of what was presently earned by weaving the different fabrics. It took a huge amount of effort before it was completed.

Adapting to the new industrial relations clearly was a challenge, involving everyone from rank and file union members to the Federation leadership.

Internal disagreements were reflected at the congress of the TWF in 1901. J.J. Møller, who was one of the “founding fathers” of the Federation and its chairman since 1888, was faced with an alternative candidate for the first time, and was re-elected with a majority of only 1 vote.
 During the same period, there was a mild recession in the textile industry, and for the first time since its foundation, the Federation started to loose members. But the crisis was soon to be overcome: at the congress of the TWF in 1906 a resolution was passed unanimously, expressing confidence in the Federation leadership. The severe disagreements in the years around 1900 were replaced by an almost demonstrative display of unity. This can be attributed to one single event: the great strike of 1905.

When the national agreement had to be renewed in 1905, the employers made a proposal, aimed at accelerating the introduction of multiple loom systems. The disputes over multiple loom systems will be presented below, and the proposal referred to in more detail. The important fact is, that it was turned down by the Federation, and the result was a strike, which was to be the biggest conflict ever in the history of the TWF: almost half of the total number of workdays that year were lost.
 The symbolic significance of the 1905-strike to the textile-workers was in many ways similar to the significance of the Great Conflict of 1899 to the labour-movement as such. 

The strike-experience gave a boost to the local organisations. In Vejle, a city with a major cotton-industry, the union had been in severe problems, and was in effect split in two in 1903-04. But when the strike came, the workers were reunited. One of the local activists recalls: “...organizing sort of gained momentum again. The workers learned for themselves the importance of being organized”.
 As a direct result of the strike, the membership rose markedly, and even if some of the new members left the Federation again when the strike was over, there was a lasting effect of 40% more members than in the down period of 1902-03. Approximately ¼ of the textile workers was now organized – and the number grew steadily from that point to the approximately 80%, which was to be the normal level after First World War. 1905 marked the breakthrough for the Textile Workers’ Federation as a mass organization.

Bargaining, agreements and arbitration 

What gradually evolved after the Great Conflict in 1899 and was, in its principal form, completed in 1910, was a set of industrial relations, which incorporated the trade unions into a modern, capitalist mode of production. The employers and the state accepted the trade unions and their federations as the legitimate representative body of the workers. Furthermore, the employers accepted that wages and working-conditions had to be laid down in agreements between the union federations and the corresponding employer organizations. Strikes were not banned (as it would have been in a corporative system), but strongly regulated, and to be called for under certain conditions only. The federations were charged with the responsibility of maintaining discipline among their own members, and preventing “unlawful” strikes. The advantages of this system, seen from the point of view of the labour-movement, were the introduction of an instrument that could be used to reinforce the agreed upon rights of labour, without the need to resort to strike.


The idea of arbitration was originally promoted by the unions. Already in 1887, the TWF took a principle stand in favour of arbitration. This was, as mentioned before, a reaction to experiences of employers changing working-conditions at will, even though previous agreements had been made. As could be expected, the employers were more sceptical. To them, the notion of legally binding agreements and arbitration was an infringement of their right to run their own business, as they saw fit.
 Nevertheless, arbitration gradually became a central element of industrial relations. One of the reasons for this might be that the employers discovered that it could also be a tool for making the unions responsible for maintaining discipline in their own ranks.

After having been used locally in certain instances, arbitration became generally recognized in the general agreement of the textile industry in 1902. Arbitration was to be used, when new products were introduced to a factory, and a proper piece-rate for this could not be agreed upon between workers and employers. If a local conciliation was unsuccessful, the question could be brought the whole way up to a central board of arbitration.
 In the following years there were ongoing discussions between the TWF and the employers’ federation, resulting in gradual changes of the general agreements, to bring them in accordance with the principles laid down for the industry as such in 1910. It was especially the precise distinction between those types of disagreements where strikes and lockouts were allowed, and those were they were not, that was the subject of discussion. One of the ways this principal distinction was adapted to real life, was through the rulings of the so-called Permanent Court of Arbitration in a series of principal cases. Thus, it was not until 1926 that it was finally made clear that workers in fact had the right to strike, if agreement on the piece-rate wage paid for new types of products could not be reached.

This ruling was one of the victories won by the TWF in the Permanent Court of Arbitration. In their yearly report of 1923-24, the Textile Employers Federation comments on another ruling in favour of the workers, and remarks somewhat grudgingly:

This incident shows how important it is, to be alert against the Textile Workers Federation when bargaining, in the light of its aggressiveness, its perpetual demands and its abilities in the interpretation of agreements.

It seems that the TWF had learned how to manoeuvre in this new land of modern, industrial relations, and how to use the juridical system in the interest of labour. However, the employers had more than their fair share of victories too – they did in fact win most of the cases in the same period
. Ever since, the Permanent Court of Arbitration – later renamed The Labour Court – has been a more or less constant object of discussion within the labour-movement. It has often been criticised for been biased towards the interests of the employers, and an instrument of repression against working class activism.

Coping with changing conditions of work
One of the central challenges to the TWF was that of the changing conditions of work. The Federation was very well aware that the future of the industry – and the number of workplaces – depended on its ability to match competition from abroad. The Federation was not opposed to new technology as such. On the contrary, in several instances the TWF criticized the employers for being too hesitant in this respect. Instead of trying to compete with imported textiles by lowering wages, the Federation urged the employers to introduce new and more rational methods of production. In 1902, the chairman expressed the general attitude of the Federation in this way:

We should (…) go as far as possible, when attempts are made to reach the level of other countries, with the help of new systems and more rational operations, since this is our textile industry’s only hope of salvation from destruction. 

It is our task to safeguard our own interests, so that new systems are not introduced at the expense of our wages or by prolonging our hours of work. Yet, we, at the same time, should never hinder the evolution, which is necessary to create a new era for our industry. We should not be blind to the fact, that we are much too far behind the technical progress of other countries.
 

The “new systems” that the chairman refers to, are probably the multiple loom system, which is discussed quite intensively among the textile workers at this time.

As explained above, the multiple loom system – at least in its initial stages – did not require much in terms of technological advancement. In fact, what seemed to be one of the most decisive factors in the advancement of the system were the problems of agreeing on adequate piece-rate scales. Since weavers were almost exclusively paid piece-rate wages, the employer would have no benefit from a multiple loom system, if a weaver were paid the normal rate per additional loom. In fact, since the actual productivity per loom would be less, the employer would experience a decrease in profit. The employers’ answer to this was to deduct a certain percentage of the piece-rate paid, when working in a multiple loom system. For example: as a starting point, the wage of a weaver operating four looms would be calculated as the total sum of what was earned at each loom, according to the piece-rate scale. From that total sum, a certain percentage would then be deducted. In 1905, this deduction would typically be 20 %, when operating four looms. Furthermore, since a weaver would not be able to operate each of the four looms as effectively as if he was operating only one loom, the total sum paid would not be four times the rate earned at one loom minus 20%, but maybe 2.5-3.5 times the rate of one loom minus 20%.

It is very difficult to calculate precisely how much more a weaver would earn when operating four looms compared to one, since there are so many variables involved: the type of fabric being produced, the condition of the technical equipment, the quality of the yarn, the personal skills of the weaver, and so forth. Consequently, apart from the very specific question of the level of deduction from the piece-rate, there were also other issues involved in the discussion of the multiple loom system. One issue was the technical conditions under which the implementation of the system was acceptable to the workers. There were a number of complaints from weavers, who felt that the looms and yarns they worked with were of a poor standard, demanding too much attention from the weaver to be adequate for multiple loom systems. Another issue is the fact that not all weavers were equally interested in, or able to, exploit the possibility of raising their wages through operating more looms. All other factors being equal, the multiple loom system would lead to an increased diversity in wages. At one factory, the weavers in 1915 earned from 12 DKr. to 31 DKr. per week – with an average of 20 DKr.
 There was a fear within the Federation that workplace solidarity would be undermined, with the most skilled weavers being tempted to go for an individual pay-rise through operating more looms.

The tool that the TWF used to cope with these challenges was the enforcement of local and general agreements, obtained through bargaining – sometimes backed by conflict. In the second general agreement between the TWF and the Employers Federation, dating from 1902, the following was stated as §3:

Any weaver has the right to attend to as many looms as he is capable of, on the demand of the employer.

However, according to the same general agreement, the employer could not change piece-rate scales without negotiations with the local union. The workers had some success in claiming, that the introduction of deductions for multiple looms systems into the piece-rate scales was a change that was subject to negotiation. In 1905, the general agreement was to be renewed. As a precondition for any negotiations, the Employers Federation demanded that the TWF should accept that three and four loom systems could be introduced “for all appropriate fabrics”, with a standard piece-rate deduction of 16,66 % or 20 % respectively.

This provoked the great strike of 1905, mentioned above. The result of the strike was that the textile-workers had to accept the general level of deductions demanded by the employers. Judged from this point alone, the result was a defeat for the TWF. But at the same time, the new agreement did not consolidate the demands of the employers, that they should have the right to introduce multiple loom systems as they saw fit. On the contrary: the agreement stipulated specific conditions – concerning types of fabrics, yarns and looms – that had to be met, in order to implement a multiple looms system. Furthermore, it was agreed that the weavers total pay should always be raised 10 % as a minimum, when changing to a multiple looms system
.

As described earlier, the strike of 1905 gave a moral boost to the Textile Workers Federation. The strike was not directed against multiple looms systems as such. It was a strike to obtain and secure the right to co-determination with regard to the conditions, under which the system would be implemented. In this respect, it was a success. The principle of stipulating the conditions for what were actually changes in the work-process, in the general agreement, would turn out to be a tool of long lasting importance for the Federation. In the 1911-agreement, the paragraph concerning multiple looms systems had swollen to more than two pages, and detailed not only which types of fabrics could be weaved on which types of looms with which types of yarns, but also the types of shuttles, cops, etc. to be used, as well as how many shots per minute the looms had to be capable of.
 

It should be remembered, that one of the basic principles of the September Compromise of 1899 was the employers right to manage and distribute work in the workplace. What the example of the multiple loom system indicates is that labour was in fact able to fight for co-determination in issues, which, if the September Compromise were to be followed by the letter, would have been the exclusive domain of the employers. 

Institutionalising class-struggle

There was a price to be paid, though. When questions regarding working-conditions became part of the general agreements, they were also lifted out of the workplace. The immediate, daily struggle between labour and capital at factory-level was subsumed under an institutionalised struggle. The daily experiences of the workers could no longer always be transferred into immediate action, but would often have to go through several levels of “the system” in order to be transferred into some sort of action – if any. The reactions to the Bedeaux-system of rationalization, when introduced in a few factories from 1933, illustrates this. Initially, there were some complaints against the system from the workers, but no real conflicts. But when the system was introduced in a factory in Silkeborg in 1934, the workers felt so intimidated by the foreign experts who were assigned to do time studies, that they eventually refused to cooperate. The chairman of the TWF went to Silkeborg, where he urged the workers to follow the orders of the factory management, since refusal to cooperate would be a violation of the general agreement. The next day one of the workers was fired. This sparked a strike, which soon included all 324 workers at the factory. The strike was ruled illegal by the Permanent Court of Arbitration and the workers were imposed a fine. The TWF instructed its members to go back to work, which they refused to do by 97 % of the votes at a local referendum. Following the referendum, all members on strike were expelled from the Federation
.

The Federation leadership branded the strike committee in Silkeborg as communists, and the strike was renounced in the national Social-democratic press. The strike did get a lot of attention and support from the Communist Party, but was neither initiated nor controlled by it. On the contrary, it was supported from the beginning by the local Social-democratic newspaper. It had widespread support in the community – 4,000 persons attended a local support-rally. Other local branches of the TWF supported the strike also. Nevertheless, the strikers eventually ended up having not only the Permanent Court of Arbitration, the employers, the Ministry of Justice, the police and the Conservative press, but also the CTU, the TWF and the Social-democratic press as their adversaries. After nearly two months, the strike ended in complete defeat.

Behind the fierce attacks from the Federation against the workers in Silkeborg for being communists, was the fact that the strike was in fact questioning the general strategy of the trade union movement: that the strike-weapon necessarily had to be submitted to the system of bargaining and general agreement. The system of industrial relations, which had so carefully been built up, had to be defended – even against the decisions and interests of a particular group of members. As the chairman declared at the Federations congress the following year:

What they did over there was an insane child’s play. They thought it was possible to cross the principles of the Employers’ Confederation, by declaring a strike in a single factory. I am stunned by this mentality...

However a congress-delegate from Silkeborg presented another interpretation of what was at stake:

The point is, that it [the Bedaux system] creates dissatisfaction, unrest and unemployment, and ruins the workplace [...] Unfortunately we are selling our ideals for a penny more in pay per week.

For the workers in Silkeborg, this was not only a minor question of having the piece-rate scales adjusted to the new system, by going through the proper channels. It was also a question over such fundamental issues as lack of respect and dignity in the workplace. 

Even if they were members of the same trade union, it was as if the chairman and the delegate from Silkeborg represented two separate discourses. The chairman had the majority behind him, but even some of those, who accepted the fundamental principles of the system of labour legislation, felt that the workers in Silkeborg had been let down. Delegates from the two other factories, where the Bedaux-system had been implemented, complained that they had tried in vain for several months to involve the Federation. The TWF leadership had refused to demand negotiations from the employers for “tactical reasons”. The following year, negotiations over the system finally took place between the TWF and the TMF, but it soon ended without result. At the next congress of the Federation in 1938, a delegate from Brede Cloth mill gave this somewhat disillusioned report:

The Bedaux-system has now been in effect for 4-5 years. But we have given up trying to make the Federation take a stand on this.

In other words: even those members, who did not react in violation of the general agreement, as in Silkeborg, but followed the “rules of the system”, were let down by the Federation in the case of the Bedaux system.

  As early as the beginning of the century, the discussions about the multiple looms system revealed a strong element of determinism in the Federation’s ideas on technological change. However, the strike of 1905 also reflected the knowledge that the technology issue was a battlefield, subject to the same antagonist interests as all other aspects of working-conditions. The 1920s and 1930s saw a change in social-democratic ideology. Generally, the party downplayed class-antagonisms, in order to re-position itself as a “people’s party”. In matters of production and wage, some social democrats were inspired by the ideas of F.W. Taylor, Henry Ford and others, who argued that rationalization and technological progress could create such an abundant wealth for everyone, that class struggle would be superfluous.
 It is likely that this affected the way in which Federation leadership regarded such a phenomenon as the Bedaux-system. 

More specifically, the Bedaux-systems were mainly considered from a technical point of view, as a system of payment, rather than an instrument in the struggle for power in the workplace. What occupied the Federation leadership most, was to try to understand the technical details and implications of the system – which they apparently never did
. At best, the result of their considerations can be described as total inability to take action – illustrated by the general secretary, who declared at the 1935 congress: “ ...if we act very carefully, it might just be silenced to death”
.

Gender and work
It is a popular belief that as industrialization and mechanisation progressed, skilled labour – mainly in the form of male artisans – was generally substituted by unskilled labour – mainly women and children. However, as demonstrated above, women had been active in textile production long before industrialization. They were to a very large extent involved in pre-industrial textile production, primarily within domestic spinning or weaving, which also included production for the market. Yet, none of these women was considered artisans, for the simple reason that until 1857 it was generally forbidden to take women on as apprentices. As a result, an artisan was almost always a man. 

However, the technology, qualifications and customers of the female domestic producer were probably more or less the same as those of the male, rural artisan. For this reason, it has been claimed that, at least in rural areas, it was gender rather than skill, which marked the difference between artisans and non-artisans.
 

Furthermore, industrialization did not necessarily exclude men from textile-production, as shown in Table 3.

	
	1906
	1935

	Textile industry (knitwear excluded)
	56
	61

	
Cotton-spinning plants
	82
	81

	
Cotton-weaving plants
	60
	60

	

Weavers
	63
	55

	
Cloth-mills
	42
	50

	

Spinners
	30
	47

	

Weavers
	44
	33


Table 3: Women as percentage of total number of workforce in different parts of the textile industry and different jobs. Source: Statistisk Tabelværk, V.A.7, table IX (1906) and V.A.21, table VB (1935).

But what did men and women actually do at the textile mills? From the national censuses we can see, that there certainly were specific jobs, which were clearly linked to gender. In the cotton-spinning plants, the position of overseer, mechanic etc. were almost exclusively held by men, while carders and spinners were predominantly female. In cotton weaving, in comparison, we find a relatively high diversity. Here, both genders could occupy the central function of weaver. However, there were also jobs in the cotton-weaving plants that were carried out by a certain gender. For example, setting up the loom was mainly a male job, while burling was almost exclusively a female job. Contrary to the cotton-industry, spinning in the cloth-mills was generally carried out by men. Similarly, the job of mounting the warp on the loom was carried out by women in the cotton-industry but by men in the cloth- mills. Since the source material for these observations are the national censuses, the figures are aggregated numbers. This means that even though jobs statistically appear to be occupied by both genders in the industry as a whole, at workplace level they might well be reserved for one gender only. It is important to note that this could be different gender at different workplaces. A recent study of the cloth-mills seems to confirm this fact.

There were no simple relationship between technology and the gendering of jobs within the textile industry. Women carried out some of the most mechanized jobs (such as cotton spinning) as well as some of the least mechanized (such as burling). Furthermore, jobs involving the exact same technology were associated with different genders in different branches – or even in different factories within the same branch. 

What happened during industrialization was not simply that women substituted men in textile production, but that traditional concepts of male and female labour were partly carried on in new forms, partly uprooted and rearranged.
 As industrialization progressed, and the technology and organisation of work changed, there was an ongoing process of social construction as to what was considered “male” and “female” respectively, in relation to specific jobs. The changing social organisation of labour, and the establishment of modern industrial relations, based on collective bargaining and general agreements, formed a crucial framework and instrument for this process.

The industrialization of textile production led to an immensely increased division of labour. Weaving alone became divided into a number of separate processes, such as pattern-drawing, warp-cutting, sizing, beaming, threading, etc. apart from the actual attending of the loom. In a cloth-mill, the complete process of production was divided into at least 15-20 major job-functions, and probably often considerably more. The motivation for this extensive division of labour was primarily technical: it was necessary to enable a full mechanisation and a rational exploitation of the technology. However, the division of labour also had an important side effect: it made it possible to divide the job-functions into “male” and “female” with a high degree of detail. Even very small differences could – and would - be used to make a distinction
.

On the one hand, the division of labour was a result of decisions, principally reached within the domain of the employers. Tradition probably played a role in the decision-making of the employers, especially in the early phase of industrialization. Historically, male artisans carried out cloth making, and as noted above, the industrialized cloth-mills carried this tradition on, at least to some extent. Pre-industrialised cotton weaving was to a greater extent carried out by women, partly working for merchants or master artisans through putting-out systems, and female labour was also frequently used when cotton weaving became industrialised.

On the other hand, – there was certainly also a traditional awareness of the gender attached to certain jobs amongst workers. Male artisans showed a hostile attitude towards taking jobs in the early cotton industry. Since other artisans were tending mechanised-looms in the cloth-mills, this animosity cannot only be explained as a reaction to mechanization as such. It was also directed against the gender identity associated to this specific job. One weaver, who was a trained artisan, had a hard time finding a job as hand-weaver around 1900, but was finally employed in a major cotton-weaving mill. One day he met his former employer, a master artisan. When the master was told about the weaver’s new job, he replied with scorn: “Do you think I trained you to become a skilled hand-weaver, so that you could take up female weaving?”
 

Nevertheless, even if traditional gender roles had a part to play, at least in the early phase, it can only have been as long as they fitted into the general rationality of management practice at the time. In a market economy, two things generally govern the recruitment of labour: its availability and its price in relation to productivity. The price of labour, or, as seen from a worker perspective, the level of wages, was the centrepiece in the struggle over gender and work.

In 1898, a meeting was held in the Odense-branch of the TWF
. On the agenda were the working-conditions at one of the local cloth-mills. Judging by the minutes of the meeting, discussions were tense. While only male speakers are referred to, the discussions concerned women. More specifically, whether or not the wives of male weavers should be accepted as workers in the mill. They also discussed whether women needed to be union members, if their husbands were already organized. This discussion reflects the opinion, that the husband was the family breadwinner, and therefore a wife’s pay could only be considered supplemental to the family economy. Consequently, while a man’s wage had to be high enough to support a family, a woman could legitimately be paid a lower wage. This was a popular belief in society as such, not just among employers, but probably also among many textiles-workers at the time.

However, the lower wages of women could also be a disadvantage, seen from a male point of view, since they gave the employers an incentive to substitute male with female labour. This aspect was frequently stressed, when gender and wages were discussed in the first half of the twentieth century. The discussion seems to have popped up regularly, sometimes provoked by attempts made by the employers to increase wage differences. This was the case from 1916 to 1919, were the Federation leadership accepted employer demands that led to temporary gender-based differences in the piece-rate scales. This was met by angry reactions from some of the federation’s female members, and the 1919 Federation congress demanded that the leadership should “constantly work for the fulfilment of the following principle: equal payment for equal jobs”.
 In the same year, one male member expressed his hope in the union magazine, that equal wages for men and women would result in the general substitution of female by male workers:

…as it is not in the interest of society, that our homes and children are neglected, because a man’s wage is too low.

Another – female – member answered him by asking if he would take the personal responsibility of supporting all the unmarried women, whom he wanted expelled from the factories.

When paid a fixed wage per hour, there were different pay rates for women and men – the former being lower than the latter. But when paid according to a piece-rate scale, male and female workers were, with a few exceptions, paid according to the same scale for the same type of work. Never the less, women generally earned 30% less than men, even when paid a piece- rate. The main reason for this was that men simply operated the types of looms, for which the best piece-rate wages were paid. We know from weavers´ autobiographies that they often – both men and women – strove to advance to “better looms” – better looms being a euphemism for better piece-rate wages.
  In 1937, figures show that 27% of all male weavers operated automatic looms – for which the highest wages were paid – in contrast to only 4% of all female weavers.
  Therefore, even if the TWF successfully enforced the principle of equal pay for equal jobs in the case of piece-rate wage-agreements, this does not mean that women were actually paid the same as men.

Women, men and the union
Looking at membership figures, it is evident that female textile workers became organized at a slower pace than their male colleagues. 1897 is the first year, for which it is possible to calculate the rate of organisation, as the number of union members related to the total number of workers in the industry. This rate was 25 % in the case of male workers, but only 10% in the case of female workers
. This difference persisted until around the First World War – in the year 1914 the rates were 51 % and 32% respectively. After the War, the difference was ironed out, and the rate of organization reached a relatively stable level around 80 % for both men and women.

These figures do not necessarily mean that female textile workers were more indifferent to the working-conditions, than their male colleagues. There were a number of conflicts in the early period of the Federation, in which women played a role, most noticeably a rather spectacular strike at Rubens Dampvæveri in Copenhagen in 1886, which involved 225 female workers. However, the figures probably do reflect the fact that men and women, because of their roles in society as such, to some extent had different experiences as industrial workers, and to a certain extent developed different work ethics and strategies. Most notably, women were responsible for family reproduction and child-care.

A textile worker gives this description from a major Copenhagen cotton mill in 1909:

…there was a huge heating-cabinet, where workers could heat a coffee-flask, but as they were mainly women with children and married women, they used the heating cabinet to cook cabbage and peas and other kinds of food. They had to attend to this, and when gathering there, they often spent time on a small chat. This in turn led to a deduction from the week’s payment, ‘cause we were paid by a piece-rate. There was also a nasty system of fines for arriving late for work. A lot of them lived nearby, and they ran home both for lunch and dinner, to see to their children or to send them off to school, and they could easily be late 3 times a day.

The narrator was a woman and mother herself, but she was also a union activist, and she concludes with this statement: “...but we got rid of all that, as we became better organized and the union became more powerful”.

This statement reflects the issue very accurately: the labour-movement was a long-term project. But children could not be fed with promises of shorter working-hours and day-care centres sometime in the future. At least until the trade union movement was strong enough to enforce agreements, elect shop stewards, etc., it was not necessarily the obvious choice of all women. Short-term solutions, such as preparing food at the workplace and sneaking away during breaks, could in fact be considered a more rational choice.

Trade unions were based on a certain work ethic, which is expressed in one of the most popular slogans of the Danish trade unions: “Do your duty – demand your rights!” The ideal worker was one who attended to his work in a disciplined and responsible manner, thus making him a respectable citizen with a moral right to a decent treatment and to participate in the decision-making process. Women, such as those depicted above, displayed a work ethic, which was inconsistent with this ideal. Many male workers probably did so too. But it is noticeable, that male union activists of this period often explained such discrepancies in terms of gender: Women act spontaneously and short sighted because of their gender, thus creating problems for the union. The above-mentioned strike at Rubens Dampvæveri, did in fact create a lot of trouble. It ended in defeat, and internal grievances resulted in a split within the union and the subsequent creation of a female weavers union, which lasted for several years, before the TWF finally reabsorbed the members. In his memoirs, J.J. Møller, chairman of the TWF until 1918, describes the strike at Rubens Dampvæveri in 1886 as initiated by a “hot-blooded” woman of Polish origin
. When a spontaneous strike by female spinners in Vejle created problems for the Federation in 1906, Møller used the same phrase, describing the female workers as “hot-blooded young women, who can be swiftly brought into ecstasy”. He took the opportunity to reiterate the need to maintain discipline amongst the rank and file, and how important it was that they never act on their own accord without prior consent from the Federation
.

In the long term, it became evident, that the labour movement was, in fact, able to not only secure better wages and working-conditions for both male and female workers, but also improve the everyday-life of working-class. Between 1914 and 1925, women rallied in the TWF. Nevertheless, in the decisive years at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century, when wages and piece-rate scales were formalized, agreements made and certain categories of jobs marked out as either male or female, women’s interests were clearly underrepresented in the Federation. Consequently, the best-paid jobs were defined as male – or vice-versa
.

Post-war decline
The decline in employment after 1950 was of course also reflected in a decline in membership of the TWF. At the end of the 1960s, the membership was only half of what it had been in 1951. Furthermore, during the 1960s there was a great interchange of members - the number of members moving in and out of the Federation between 1961 and ‘65 was bigger than the average total number of members, meaning that statistically the whole membership had been renewed in this period
. The reason for this was probably, that work in the textile industry had come to be regarded as low-status – the kind of work one only sticks with until something better crops up, and in times of generally high employment such as the 1960s something better had a tendency to crop up regularly.

This was the backdrop against which the TWF had to act upon in the post-war period. In 1950, the Federation became involved in a conflict on the small island of Læsø. Some of the workers at a wool-spinning mill were organized in the union. As a reaction to that, the owner had made an agreement with the Danish Christian Joint Federation, a very small organisation based on evangelical Christianity and anti-socialism, joining labour and employers in the same federation. The union members were told to either accept this agreement – which would mean lower wagers and longer working hours – or leave the factory. The TWF initiated a strike and a blockade against the mill. The conflict lasted for more than a year, and was finally brought before the Supreme Court, which ruled that the strike had been legal but the blockade illegal
. 

However, apart from this incident, the two decades after the war seems to have been a rather calm period for the textile workers. This was also the case for the rest of the industry: the level of conflict was low, compared to the interwar period. Still, a couple of major conflicts did take place in connection with the renewal of general agreements, but even here, the TWF seems to have played a rather minor role. In the 1970s the general level of conflict in Danish industry was on the increase. In 1973, the Employers’ Confederation refused a proposal for a new general agreement, and the textile workers were locked-out as part of the nationwide conflict that followed. This was the first time since 1936 that the whole textile industry was in conflict. Apart from this, the TWF was not involved in any significant conflicts, even in this turbulent period. Probably a reflection of the rather defensive role the Federation was forced into, by the structural changes taking place within the textile industry.

A major issue in the internal debates of the TWF from the mid 1960s and onwards, was the need to unite with other, similar unions, to form a more effective organization. This goal was achieved in 1977, when the textile workers united with the workers in the clothing industry, to form the Danish Clothing and Textile Workers Federation. In 1981 the workers of the footwear industry joined them. Finally, in 1998 the textile workers became part of the much larger General Workers Union and the Clothing and Textile Workers Federation was dissolved after 113 years of existence.
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