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Abstract
This article provides the first in-depth account of the Domestic Workers’ Union of Great
Britain and Ireland (est.1909-10). In a period of intensifying labour unrest, young female
servants working in private homes, attempted to organize their own trade unions. Short-lived
and disrupted by the First World War, their efforts left little formal documentation and have
never before been the subject of historical study. Their activities can, however, be traced in the
pages of women’s movement periodicals and the correspondence columns of local and radical
newspapers. The idea of organizing domestic servants as workers was an anathema to many
in both the labour and the women’s movements. Nevertheless, the Domestic Workers’ Union
provides a fascinating case study of how, in this moment of exceptional social unrest, elements
of trade unionism and feminism converged to challenge entrenched gendered divisions between
the public and the private, the workplace and the home.
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Domestic servants are seldom the subject of more than a few lines in labour movement
histories. In the early twentieth century, this predominantly young, female workforce
constituted a significant portion of the ‘working-class’, however we may wish to define it.
Domestic service was the most common form of employment for women, and servants made
up between one third and one quarter of the female workforce.1 Yet servants have often been
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portrayed as cut-off from wider class-conscious communities of working people.2 This has
been attributed to the relative isolation of domestic servants working alone in private houses
and the tendency to identify with the interests of wealthy and paternalistic employers rather
than their own class.3 Such an assessment, however, owes as much to the way in which the
working class has been defined historically, using an industrial paradigm which excludes
domestic labour in the private sphere, as it owes to domestic workers’ failure to organize
collectively on a mass scale. During this period servants were sometimes defined as ‘outside’
the working class, primarily due to the kind of work they performed, and labour movement
historians have often deployed a similarly narrow framework.4
This article provides the first in-depth account of the Domestic Workers’ Union of
Great Britain and Ireland (est. 1909-10). Although this union remained small and cannot in any
way be viewed as representing domestic workers as a whole, its history provides an important
new perspective on class relations in the women’s movement and on labour organizing in this
period. An analysis of the Domestic Workers’ Union contributes to three intersecting
historiographies: on the labour movement, domestic service and feminism. In spite of important
developments in this field, Mary Davis has recently pointed to a continued lack of attention
paid to women in histories of work and especially of trade unions.5 This article addresses this
by placing women and a specifically feminised form of labour at the centre of a history of preFirst World War workers’ militancy. It thus seeks to expand our conception of who made up
the working class to include, not only women, but also that even more marginalised group
performing the waged ‘reproductive labour’ of the home.6 Such work (cooking, cleaning and
caring) took place in the private sphere of the home, [re]producing people rather than
commodities, and is therefore frequently defined as ‘non-productive’.7 The failure by labour
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historians to acknowledge such work reflects a much wider disinclination to define this labour
as real work, ensuring that it was, and still is, undervalued and underpaid.8 Feminists have long
agitated for both waged and unwaged domestic work to be recognised as such, and this article
likewise argues for historians to reconfigure the industrial paradigm (which has focused on
white male factory workers) when writing the history of Britain’s working class.9
A new and thriving historiography of domestic service has gone some way to achieving
this. Yet, as Selina Todd has pointed out, an emphasis on the personalised master-servant
relationship has tended to neglect the importance of pay and conditions in shaping social
relations between servants and employers.10In following this call to re-insert domestic service
into a history of modern class relations, this article seeks to reconnect a history of servants’
struggles over wages and conditions with a broader developments in labour regulation and
workplace rights. Research into the Domestic Workers’ Union also builds on Lucy Delap’s
assertion that domestic service should not been seen as primarily a site of victimhood, but that
servants could and did enact agency in their choice of work.11 The servants discussed here
viewed themselves not as victims, but as workers. They saw their grievances as extending
beyond the individual mistress-maid relationship to connect with wider experiences of
workplace exploitation. Given the feminist implications of a group of young, low paid women
self-organising it seems strange that the Domestic Workers’ Union has not thus far been
included within histories of the women’s movement. Yet, as this article goes onto discuss, the
Domestic Workers’ Union occupied an ambivalent position within early twentieth-century
feminism, at once drawing upon it and challenging a widely held belief in the possibility of
cross-class alliances between women. The union thus exacerbated class tensions within the
women’s movement by drawing attention to the domestic sphere as a workplace, and exposing
the exploitation of working women that occurred within middle-class feminists’ very own
homes. Early twentieth-century feminism also struggled to engage with the complaints put
forward by domestic servants because they could not be easily reconciled with the movement’s
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overriding emphasis on emancipation occurring through work outside the home. The history
of the Domestic Workers’ Union has therefore fallen between the cracks of labour and
women’s history. This article, however, demonstrates that although it was difficult to organize
workers in the ‘private’ sphere of the home, the impetus for collective struggle could extend
beyond the ‘public’ workplaces of the factory, docks and office.
The article shows how the turbulent years of the ‘Great Unrest’ (1907-1914) provided
a context for the emergence of a union which challenged many of the prejudices of both the
labour and the women’s movements with regards to work, the public and the private, and
women’s relationship to both. This was a period when the ‘servant problem’ (a perceived
shortage of competent domestic workers) generated endless commentary in newspaper
columns, theatre plays, novels, and dinner party conversations regarding the impossibility of
finding reliable servants prepared to remain in their posts long-term. The first section of the
article argues that contemporaries did view the ‘servant problem’ as connected to wider social
unrest, while the Domestic Workers’ Union sought to assert themselves as workers like any
other and carve out a space within the broader labour movement. The mixed response from
male trade unionists highlighted various perceived and real obstacles to domestic worker
organising, from ideas of servants as victims, to the refusal to see the home as a workplace, to
the difficulties in uniting a dispersed and highly-surveilled workforce. Falling short of many
of the expectations of the industrial trade union movement, the Domestic Workers’ Union
could not have formed without drawing strength from the women’s movement, though there
was also resistance among feminists to the idea of workers in their own homes organising to
improve pay, hours and conditions. Nevertheless, the leaders of the Domestic Workers’ Union
were politicized by the women’s movement and used feminist arguments to support their cause.
The second section of the article traces the formation of the Domestic Workers’ Union
within this nexus of feminist and labour movements. The Domestic Workers’ Union of Great
Britain and Ireland12 was formed in September 1909, in response to correspondence in the
Woman Worker13 – the socialist feminist newspaper of the National Federation of Women
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Workers. The official papers (minute books, membership lists etc.) of this organisation do not
survive; a factor which has contributed to historians’ focus on the leaders of National
Federation of Women Workers, especially its General Secretary Mary Macarthur and organizer
Margaret Bondfield.14 However, the account of the Domestic Workers’ Union provided here
relies upon the correspondence pages of the Woman Worker and the Glasgow Herald, and on
press cuttings from the local and radical press in the Gertrude Tuckwell Collection held at the
TUC Library. These frequently anonymous letters do not allow for a full-demographic portrait
of union members, and over-represent highly literate and politicized servants. However, they
do provide an unusual opportunity for the voices of rank and file domestic workers to be heard
complaining about working conditions, and discussing the problems and possibilities of a
servants’ trade union. The final section of the article assesses the aims and politics of the
Domestic Workers’ Union. In contrast to previous servants’ societies with middle-class
philanthropic backing, the Domestic Workers’ Union aimed to be a union organized ‘by
servants for servants’. It sought to reconfigure the mistress-maid relationship as a formal
employment contract, and did not shy away from the class antagonism which existed between
these two groups of women. The article argues, therefore, that the Domestic Workers’ Union
needs to be written back into the history of New Unionism and the Great Unrest, when a small
number of servants joined with other workers to demand improved wages, better conditions,
shorter hours and, perhaps most importantly, dignity at work.
1. Between the Women’s and the Labour Movement
‘This servant agitation belongs to the feminist movement’15

Between 1888 and 1918 trade unions grew at a faster rate than any other time in their history
– an expansion which incorporated unskilled and previously unorganized workers into ‘general
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unions’.16 Women played an important part in such ‘unrest’, going on strike and joining trade
unions in greater numbers than ever before. Inspired by the suffrage movement they utilized
new tactics of propaganda and demonstration, to raise greater public awareness of their
grievances.17 Much of this activity occurred under the auspices of the National Federation of
Women Workers (est. 1906) a general trade union for women focusing on unorganized
workplaces neglected by the more established male-dominated trade unions.18 The National
Federation of Women Workers also sponsored the formation of the Domestic Workers’ Union.
If servants have often been left out of accounts of the ‘Great Unrest’, contemporary
attitudes tell a somewhat different story. For in the years leading up to the First World War the
‘servant problem’ was increasingly seen in relation to the rise in labour militancy which defined
this period. Violet Butler, for example, was a middle-class social reformer with little faith in
the powers of aggressive trade unionism to transform the lives of women workers. Yet in 1916,
following a four-year investigation into the conditions of domestic service, even she concluded
that:

Although domestic servants often speak sadly of themselves as a class apart, they
are by no means cut off from the remainder of the industrial community. The
fathers and brothers of many of them have been on strike in recent years, and they
have read the newspapers. Industrial unrest… [has] reached the minds of those
servants who think, and have helped to focus the resentment of those who have
room in their minds only for their own grievances.19

The supposed shortage of domestic servants was attributed in one radical newspaper to the fact
that ‘[t]he servant no longer sees herself as part of the “slave class”… and [begins] to hold the
opinion that labour is worth paying for…’20 The Domestic Workers’ Union, from the very
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start, identified themselves as ‘a section of the nation’s workers’ operating within a broader
labour movement – indicated by their decision to call themselves a ‘Domestic Workers’’ rather
than ‘Servants’’ union.21 Its founder, Kathlyn Oliver wished to claim for servants the same
rights for which factory and shop workers had fought and won, asking ‘Why should the
domestic worker be the only one of all the nation’s workers whose work is never done?’22 The
union demanded that servants be included in existing labour legislation, especially with regards
to limited hours of work, and in 1914 it joined demonstrations in support of the Shop Hours
Act insisting that servants be included.23 The Domestic Workers’ Union leaders frequently
insisted on speaking of workers in private houses in the same breath as those in commercial
industries. Executive Committee member Jessie Stephen, for example, argued for servants’
entitlement to public holidays ‘such as their brothers and sisters got in the workshop and
factory.’24 In 1914 Grace Neal and the Domestic Workers’ Union also made a proposal to the
Trades Union Congress asking that ‘the private houses where they are employed should be
inspected by officials’ such as factories were currently subject to.25
The union’s members and supporters also expressed a desire to stand alongside the
‘factory girl’ in her fight for workplace rights.’26 ‘It is surprising,’ wrote one anonymous
servant, ‘that British girls have surrendered to this form of slavery for so long … but the day
is near at hand … [when] they, like other workers, are beginning to realize that they not only
have a right to work and exist, but also the right to live and enjoy life.’27 ‘What we think is
needed,’ wrote Sadie and Margie (two Scottish servants) ‘is a union of domestics such as the
miners have’.28 Glasgow servants even advocated employing the tactics of labour movement
heroes the Clydeside dock workers and Jim Larkin’s Dublin strikers, in the knowledge that
their labour too was ‘indispensible to our employers’.29 ‘Why don’t all girls come out on
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strike?’ implored one letter-writing servant, ‘I for one would raise the banner [for] “Shorter
Hours”’.30 Although discussion of servants’ unionisation initially made it into the Glasgow
Herald through its correspondence pages, meetings of the Domestic Workers Union were
eventually included alongside the efforts of other workers in the regular ‘Labour Affairs’
column.31
Having voiced sentiments which one Scottish housemaid believed were part and parcel
of ‘the awakening of the democratic spirit amongst the masses…’, militant maids called upon
the rest of the labour movement to support them. 32 The response was mixed. One Woman
Worker journalist, Charles N.L. Shaw, recalled that:

Some time ago, when I mooted the idea to some friends in the trade union world,
they laughed at it and said, “You will never be able to get the domestic servants
to join a union. The long hours of employment make it difficult for them to attend
meetings – there is no trade to bind them together, as in the case of factory
workers – the field is too nebulous…33
Servants themselves admitted that ‘the task of combination is a difficult one on account of the
fact that we work in ones, twos, threes, and fives and not in fifties and hundreds as mill workers
do.’34 Some trade unionists also believed that servants were ‘snobbish’ (even Jessie Stephen
suggested this) and unwilling to ally with other workers.35 Worse still, a few labour movement
activists reiterated the widespread belief that servants were stupid, ‘ignorant of economics’ and
deferential to the values of their middle-class employers.36 Such attitudes reflected a
widespread resistance to acknowledging that the private home (supposedly a sanctuary from
the cut and thrust of the economic realm) was in fact a workplace for millions of waged female
workers. In 1913, the Editor of the Glasgow Herald answered all the talk of unions, strikes,
rights, and struggles that maids had brought to its letters pages, with a wilful reiteration of the
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belief that ‘The relation between mistress and maid is necessarily a personal one… and cannot
be likened to the relation between a manufacturer and his women employee. The home and the
factory are poles asunder…’37
Yet these pre-War servants’ unions did not meet with the same level of resistance and
disdain from the established labour movement which Lucy Delap describes in her discussion
of the TUC servants’ union in the 1930s.38 Male trade unionists writing in the Woman Worker
expressed their pleasure at the idea of a union for ‘a body of women workers who have been
too long neglected.’39 Jessie Stephen, recalled that her union branch was ‘greatly helped’ by
Labour councillors including Patrick Dolan and John Taylor. At the Glasgow Domestic
Workers’ Union’s second public meeting, Mr Thomas Hamilton of the Workers’ Union
enthused that ‘it was going to be an easy matter to organize the domestic servants’, and the
branch subsequently affiliated to the local Trades Council.40 ‘Representatives of the various
trade unions’ also spoke in support of the Domestic Workers’ Union when, in 1913, it ‘took
possession of Trafalgar Square’ to protest at their lack of employment rights.41 That same year
the Domestic Workers’ Union was affiliated to the Trades Union Congress.42
Yet the Domestic Workers’ Union could not have emerged outside of the mass
women’s movement which played as prominent a role as labour militancy in the social unrest
which marked this period. Although the union admitted both men and women it was
institutionally tied to efforts to organise female workers.43 Kathlyn Oliver, maintained that
‘[t]his servant agitation belongs to the feminist movement’’,44 and she was not the only one to
suggest that ‘waves of suffrage agitation’ had opened the minds of servants to their own
struggles as workers in the home.45 Domestic servants were themselves active in the suffrage
movement, despite obstacles such as loss of ‘character’ (the employers’ reference upon which
finding a new post depended), difficulty in attending evening meetings and snobbery from
wealthy suffrage supporters.46 Some were convinced that the vote would improve the lot of
37
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domestic workers just as it would transform the lives of all women.47 Many of the union’s
leaders and members had been politicized by feminist activity. Its main organizers, Kathlyn
Oliver, Jessie Stephen and Frances Dickinson, were prominent feminists and suffrage
campaigners. Stephen was active in the Women’s Social and Political Union. During the First
World War she worked for Sylvia Pankhurst’s Workers’ Suffrage Federation, the successor to
the East London Federation of Suffragettes, and later for the Workers’ Birth Control
Movement. Frances Dickinson was also in the ‘militant wing’ of the suffrage movement; and
Oliver supported the People’s Suffrage Federation and contributed to feminist debates on
sexuality.48
This is not to say that when the Domestic Workers’ Union was founded it did not face
resistance from some middle-class feminists and suffrage supporters who were, of course,
mistresses themselves. Just as the union had to assert their identity as workers like any other
within the industrially-orientated labour movement, they also had to fight to include their
labour within the feminist conception of useful and valuable women’s work. In lauding
women’s right to professional employment outside the home, the feminist periodical the
Freewoman, for example, frequently dismissed housework as beneath the modern emancipated
woman.

House work is a craft. Like a craft, it should be done deftly and accurately, either
by those who have a natural leaning towards it or by those who are unfitted for
work demanding a greater degree of intellectual endowment. It is lower grade
work.49
Kathlyn Oliver argued against this ‘entirely wrong conception of housework as menial work’
and insisted that:
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Cleaning, rightly understood, is a necessary and therefore honourable occupation
and unless we are prepared to deny the necessity of clean well-kept homes, there
really is no more important work than housework. The health of our national life
is dependent on our home life.50
Servants were not always satisfied with the response from the women’s movement and insisted
that it should pay more attention to their situation as the largest group of women workers.
‘[E]quality in pamphlets and from the platform’, was not enough for one maid, who told the
editor of the Common Cause (the organ of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies)
that she and fellow servants ‘want it in reality and not as an idea only’.51
Yet, as this challenge reveals, some domestic servants were able to subvert feminist
rhetoric to argue for greater attention to the rights of household workers. Grace Neal, General
Secretary of the Domestic Workers’ Union, wrote to the Common Cause noting that ‘We so often
hear it said that women are anxious to leave the home but of equal importance to this movement
are the conditions still imposed on domestics’.52 Editors at the Common Cause agreed, declaring
in 1911 that ‘Nothing could be of greater advantage to the status of women than to raise domestic
work to a skilled trade with proper conditions … protected by unions.’53 Publishing letters from
Grace Neal and Kathlyn Oliver in support of the Domestic Workers’ Union, the Common Cause
supported legal regulation of domestic service.54 The Freewoman, also published an article
which linked the rights of domestic servants to the wider struggle of women to escape the
domestic sphere, declaring ‘Servants have struck against the tyranny of home life – more power
to their elbow.’55
Since the formation of the Women’s Trade Union League in 1874, activists had been
pushing for women’s involvement in trade unions (sometimes in the face of a total ban on female
membership), and denouncing the low pay and ‘sweated’ conditions of many women workers.56
The focus on these sweated trades shifted attention away from traditionally male spheres of work
to less visible labour taking place in the private sphere of the home. An Address delivered at the
Sweated Industries Exhibition in Oxford 1907 defined ‘sweating’ as ‘Unduly low rates of wages,
excessive hours of work, and insanitary conditions of the workplace.’ While it was admitted that
50

Oliver, Domestic Servants and Citizenship, 14-15.
Common Cause, 9 Nov 1911, 543.
52
Common Cause, 19 Oct 1911, 484.
53
Common Cause, 9 Feb 1911, 710. See also 19 Oct 1911, 484.
54
Common Cause, 19 Oct 1911, 486, 26 Oct 1911, 594, 2 Nov 1911, 521.
55
Freewoman, 25 Jan 1911, 187.
56
Drake, Women in Trade Unions; Lewenhak, Women and Trade Unions; Thom, 'The bundle of sticks'.
51

such conditions also occurred in factories, they were to some extent guarded against by factory
legislation. Whereas, for those women undertaking piecework in the home, no such protection
was available.57 Feminists very occasionally recognized that domestic service was ‘the most
sweated trade of all’58, yet the Anti-Sweating League, which included representatives from the
Women’s Cooperative Guild and the Women’s Industrial Council, focused primarily on the
clothing industries.59 Waged domestic labour still lay largely outside the women’s movement’s
conception of real ‘work’, and was not included, for example, in the Trades Boards System which
established minimum wages for mainly women’s industries organized by task and wage.60
Moreover, the question of sweated work was no easy issue for feminists, and divisions existed
within the women’s movement as to the best way to improve the conditions of the lowest paid
workers.61 Although the women’s and labour movements had provided the conditions for the
formation of the Domestic Workers’ Union, an organisation which recognized servants as part
of the nation’s workforce and drew attention to the exploitative nature of a private employment
contract between mistress and maid was nevertheless an innovative development.
2. The Formation of the Domestic Workers’ Union of Great Britain and Ireland
‘What we think is needed is a union of domestics such as the miners have’62

The possibility of servants coming together to assert their rights as workers was first mooted
in the Woman Worker by a reader’s letter printed in December 1908.63 Over the next nine
months, domestic servants wrote to the Woman Worker supporting the idea of a trade union
and expressing their willingness to help organize fellow workers.64 Kathlyn Oliver, a Londonbased household worker in her early twenties, sent a particularly trenchant letter insisting that
the servant ‘should be encouraged to feel (what she really is) as important to the community as
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the worker in any other sphere’.65 The paper’s editors swiftly took her up on this, printing a
response which asked ‘Will Miss Oliver start a Domestic Union herself? The WOMAN
WORKER will be happy to receive and forward names of those willing to join.’66 More letters
appeared in favour of such a union, but the offer had to be put to Oliver again until, a full month
later, she agreed to take on the organization of ‘A Domestic Servants’ Trade Union’,
announcing a first meeting in October 1909 with the intention of forming a committee. Oliver
advertised the prospective union as an organization which would not only provide out-of-work
benefits for its members, but also ‘agitate for legislation to compel employers to provide proper
and healthy accommodation for servants, and reasonable hours of labour and rest.’ The Woman
Worker summed up the new development, declaring grandly (though not entirely truthfully)
that ‘for the first time in the United Kingdom … a Servants’ Trade Union has been started.’ 67
Over the next few months, the Woman Worker (now the ‘official organ’ of the union)
reported frequently on the hard work of Kathlyn Oliver, who was, she claimed, ‘besieged on
all sides with letters from servants requiring information’. She announced plans to organize
‘park demonstrations’ and a rally in Trafalgar Square, appealed to readers for funds, and sent
the union’s existing supporters knocking on back doors to recruit new members directly from
London’s servant population.68 Following their first open meeting, the union printed leaflets
which were distributed among servants in the London suburbs and elsewhere.69 The ‘Domestic
Workers’ Union’ was formally launched in the spring of 1910.70 Membership was to cost only
two pence per week, once an initial fee of one shilling had been paid, though for an extra
weekly three pence members would receive a weekly payment of five shillings after ten years
of membership. The union also acquired its own banner, choosing the colours ‘red (for
Progress), green (for Hope), and gold (for the Dawn)’. Kathlyn Oliver remained in charge of
funds, but passed her acting role of General Secretary over to a new member, Grace Neal. 71
The new Domestic Workers’ Union acquired an office in Bayswater, London, and a
dedicated group of working-women on the executive committee. General Secretary Grace Neal
Kathlyn Oliver stated that she began service at the age of twenty-two, had been working for ‘a year or two’. ‘I
went into seven situations before I found a reasonable and fair employer’, Ibid., 5 Jan 1910, 606, 4 May 1910,
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gave up her job as a Cook-General, to work full-time for the union on a wage of £1 a week.
She took up residence in the back room of the union offices, equipped only ‘with a little camp
bed for night quarters’. Mrs Emmilia Cox soon joined her on the executive committee. Frances
Dickinson, a housekeeper for a socialist family in the West End of London, was given the role
of President, and Rose Black became Neal’s Assistant Secretary.72 By January 1913, the union
had acquired a regular subscribing membership of about 400 servants, while another 2,000 had
been on its books at some point. Local branches were also established in Manchester and
Oxford.73 The executive opened their London office to ‘ordinary members’ every Sunday
afternoon – the only time of the week when domestic servants were guaranteed any time-off.
Over tea and cakes they created a ‘very pleasant and sociable environment’ to share ideas and
experiences. What they learnt from members regarding conditions of work and desire for
change were translated into propaganda, which they distributed every week in Hyde Park and
London’s other open air spaces.74

Rose Black, Assistant Secretary of the DWU c.1913
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The objects of the union, first confirmed in 1910, were:

1. To raise the status of domestic work to the level of other industries, so that domestic
workers shall cease to be a despised species, and to educate these workers to a proper
sense of their own importance.
2. To obtain better conditions for an overworked and often underpaid class of workers.
3. To agitate for legislation to compel employers to provide proper and healthy
accommodation for servants.
4. To secure the inclusion of domestic servants in the operations of a Weekly Rest-Day
Act.
5. To render it illegal for any servants to be on duty sixteen hours a day as many are at
present.
6. To obtain a ten hours working day limit, after which servants shall be entirely free each
day, and not kept in like prisoners or watch dogs.
7. To provide a free registry office.
8. To provide free legal advice.
9. Out of work pay to servants who shall have been members of the Union for not less
than twelve months.
10. Protection from bad and tyrannical employers.
11. To keep a black list of bad employers, as well as a black list of bad servants as we have
at present.
12. To make it impossible or illegal for an employer to supply a servant with a bad or
indifferent character for no better reason than that he or she wishes to leave their
situations, or because an employer has for some petty reason taken a dislike to a servant.
13. Help for unfortunate girls.75
These objects reflected some of servants’ most common complaints. The Domestic Workers’
Union constantly reiterated that room and board was not bestowed due to the kindness of
employers but part of a servant’s wage, and therefore inadequate food and uncomfortable
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sleeping arrangements constituted a breach of contract. Within a broad commitment to
improving wages and conditions, the union focused particularly on definite hours of work and
rest time when a servant would not be on call. The union also believed that the existing
‘character system’, whereby a servant was dependent upon an employer’s reference to find a
new position, needed to be radically overhauled. At present, it was felt that many mistresses
withheld references or slandered their former employees simply because they were annoyed at
their leaving. Servants were not permitted to see their references and had little legal recourse
in the case of unfair treatment regarding this matter.76 Object 13 – for the union to provide
support for the unmarried mothers among their members – made oblique reference to the
workplace hazard of sexual harassment (often by male employers) and the still common
practice of firing servants if they were found to be pregnant.77 The union remained committed
to these central demands throughout its lifetime, though its objects were extended and amended
over the next few years, reflecting a responsiveness to feedback from members and an
awareness of the everyday realities of servants lives. For example, by 1913 the union’s objects
included the right to use the same bathrooms as their employers, and that ‘no female servant
be required to clean the outside of upstairs windows’.78
The Domestic Workers’ Union’s aims were ambitious from the very start, when
Kathlyn Oliver asked her new supporters ‘to imagine a Union of, say, 5,000 servants, with
10,000 employers desiring these servants.’79 Aware of industrial organising by other servants
around the world, especially in northern Europe, the United States, Australia and New Zealand,
the Domestic Workers’ Union positioned itself as part of an international movement.80 It was
referred to by the Woman Worker as a ‘national union’ even before its first meeting, and by
1913 the Domestic Workers’ Union had linked up with a parallel organising effort in Glasgow,
where Jessie Stephen, a twenty-year-old ‘general’ maid, had been organising fellow servants
into the Scottish Federation of Domestic Workers since about 1911. Some years previously
Stephen had been dismissed from her second post as ‘between maid’ in the house of Sir John
Chisholm, when she dislocated her ankle and was unable to perform her duties to the standard
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required by her unsympathetic mistress.81 Yet Jessie’s fury at this injustice was tempered by
the knowledge that she had used her time in this post wisely, for she had spent the last few
months meeting with other servants in the street with the aim of organising a union.82
According to Stephen’s autobiography she had already, at this point (and while working
a sixteen hour day) formed the Scottish Federation of Domestic Workers to which she recruited
her fellow maids. After leaving the Chisholms’, to work for the artist David Gould, she kept in
touch with her provisional committee. ‘This was not at all a simple matter because I only had
one afternoon or evening free a week’. Yet she continued to enlist further support by visiting
and writing to other servants, helped by ‘a labour man’ named Bailie Alston who allowed the
Scottish Federation of Domestic Workers to meet in his teashops. Stephen then took a new
post as a daily ‘live-out’ maid, which left her evenings free to ‘get around more of my
members’. It was this agitation which Stephen subsequently claimed led to the flurry of
correspondence in the Glasgow Herald from domestic servants voicing their resentments.83
Over the course of two and a half weeks, sixty-three letters were printed on the question of
whether servants should be permitted a weekly half day holiday (time off during the week in
addition to the Sunday afternoon which was already the general rule).84 Over half of these
letters were from servants expressing support for some form of collective action or trade union
to improve their working-lives. Only eight were from servants who were content in their posts
or believed the institution of service did not require reform. Employers also contributed their
views, and the correspondence only ceased when an October Editorial on ‘Mistress and Maid’
signalled the close of the debate.85
Jessie Stephen ‘took advantage of this opportunity by writing … [to the Glasgow
Herald] and inviting girls to get together in a meeting’ in Bailie Alston’s Tea Rooms.86 Over
sixty years later Stephen still remembered how:
I and my colleagues arrived … at least half an hour before the meeting was due
to start and we got the biggest surprise of our lives, it was already packed with
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girls who had come from all parts of the city and they were overflowing into the
corridors outside.87

The newspaper men were also present and later reported that between 130 and 150 maids
attended the meeting, despite it being very difficult for domestic servants to obtain evenings
off. ‘After a general discussion of the grievances of domestic servants a series of demands was
formulated and agreed by the meeting’. These amounted to thirteen points, including the
weekly half-holiday, and it was agreed that ‘[t]he three things they should agitate for first were
shorter hours, increased wages, and better food.’88 Jessie later remembered that about two
hundred people joined the union that evening, but even if this was an overly-optimistic
recollection, organising efforts certainly gained momentum with frequent meetings and social
events held in Glasgow over the next few months.89
The Glasgow Herald reported at the time that Jessie Stephen’s meeting had been held
under the auspices the Glasgow branch of the Domestic Workers’ Union of Great Britain and
Ireland, which had been in existence for over a year and of which Stephen was Secretary.90
This is consistent with Stephen remembering elsewhere that the Scottish Federation of
Domestic Workers merged with Grace Neal’s London-based union in the early months of
1913, though her autobiography insists that the decision to affiliate did not occur until some
time after the Scottish Federation of Domestic Workers had established itself following the
Glasgow Herald correspondence and the subsequent public meetings.91 Either way, the final
months of 1913 were important ones for domestic worker militancy in Scotland. Jessie decided
to take up temporary work as a servant so that ‘I would be able to spread my trade union
activities over a much wider field than was possible in a permanent position’.92 She began
frequent trips to towns outside of Glasgow to agitate among the Scottish servant population.93
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Soon domestics in Glasgow’s outlying areas of Falkirk, Milngravie, Rutherglen, as well as
Edinburgh and Aberdeen and towns in Fifshire and Ayrshire, attempted to form branches of
the Domestic Workers’ Union of Great Britain and Ireland.94 Some concessions from
employers were secured by these militant maids, including winning two hours rest-time each
day.95 Such success, however, caused problems for Jessie Stephen’s own ‘career as a maid’.96
The situation in Glasgow eventually became ‘too hot’, and she found herself blacklisted by
mistresses and unable to secure a post. Stephen therefore decided to move to London, where
the Domestic Workers’ Union Registry found her a job as maid with a union-friendly family
in Purley, South London and the union executive committee welcomed her with ‘open arms’.97

3. The Politics of the Domestic Workers’ Union
‘I was very sorry to find the note struck was one of class war’98

The Domestic Workers’ Union was not, as its champions in the Woman Worker claimed, the
first union for domestic servants but it did offer a new and distinctive vision of organising.
Pamela Horn’s history of domestic service records attempts in 1872 by the maidservants of
Dundee and the men-servants of Leamington to ‘combine in order to improve their working
conditions’ though this lasted only for a ‘short time’.99 Horn also noted the ‘London and
Provincial Domestic Servants’ Union’ (1891-93), whose committee included a number of
servants from the higher end of the industry such as butlers, cooks and ladies maids. Like the
Domestic Workers’ Union, this earlier union demanded higher wages and shorter hours, yet
the preface to their rule book also insisted that its aim was to educate and improve servants so
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that the good feelings that had existed between them and their employers of old might be reestablished. They were also opposed to strikes.100 The Domestic Workers’ Union, by contrast,
had little time for nostalgic musings on the ‘the good old faithful servant’ and the sentimental
bond between mistress and maid: ‘Ladies complain that servants today are not what they were
years ago…’ wrote Kathlyn Oliver, ‘…and we rejoice to hear it.’101
The Domestic Workers’ Union organizers tried their hardest to define the mistressmaid relationship as a formal contract between employer and employee, and make the case for
unionisation regardless of the sympathies or otherwise of individual mistresses.102 ‘I rejoice in
one of the best employers myself,’ Kathlyn Oliver told two servants who had written to her,
‘but I say most emphatically that servants want a union.’103 Scottish servants likewise wrote to
the Glasgow Herald, stating that they were not interested in the condescension of kindly
mistresses: what they wanted was ‘rights, not privileges’.104 Jessie Stephen adopted a
straightforward tone when discussing the role of mistress, rejecting older tropes in which
employers were alternatively sentimentalized as moral guardians or depicted as tyrants. ‘It was
no use beating about the bush any longer’, she said at the Glasgow maids’ first public meeting,
servants simply wanted ‘to put their position fairly and squarely before the mistresses.’105
The Domestic Workers’ Union maintained that it did not represent a threat to good
employers, and it called on them to lend their ‘moral support’.106 Yet the union’s view of the
home as a place of employment made it necessary to recognize that mistresses and maids had
competing and sometimes opposing interests. Jessie Stephen evenly stated that mistresses had
their own ‘business’ to ‘look after’, ‘and no one can … blame them’, yet the servant likewise
needed to ‘become fully awake to her own interests’.107 This led some, even progressive,
employers to complain that the Domestic Workers’ Union was ‘organized along class war
lines’.108 Although the union had invited sympathetic mistresses to attend its early meetings,
they were also clear that ‘we have never attempted to deny the fact that the Domestic Workers’
100
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Union is to benefit the workers. We think employers are quite able to guard their own interests
… may I now mention very emphatically that we are for the workers …’109 Jessie Stephen
likewise informed an audience of both maids and mistresses that ‘she was out to preach the
divine doctrine of discontent, and if there were any there who were content to put up with the
present conditions she asked them to leave the meeting.’ Such militancy was met with applause
from fellow servants, and Stephen’s rhetoric of class antagonism was reflected in the Glasgow
Herald correspondence in which some maids referred to their employers as ‘toffs’ and ‘idle
gadabouts’.110
It was this intransigent tone that distinguished the Domestic Workers’ Union from other
organising efforts taking place at the time. In Scotland the Glasgow branch of the Domestic
Workers’ Union came into conflict with a rival ‘Scottish Domestic Servants’ Union’. This
competing organisation had previously confined itself to the work of a friendly society,
providing benefits and financial assistance to its paying members. A representative from this
organisation attended Jessie Stephen’s first public meeting and argued that her society was far
larger than the Glasgow branch of the Domestic Workers’ Union (having 5,000 members as
opposed to the 60 maids who had already signed up to Stephen’s union) and should therefore
be in charge of organising servants in that city. 111 The following evening, the Scottish
Domestic Servants’ Union held another meeting in which they reiterated their more established
position (15,000 members throughout Scotland) and determined to form themselves into a
union-proper with similar demands to those agreed upon at the Domestic Workers’ Union. It
is possible that some of this conflict resulted from internal divisions within the Glasgow labour
movement. Jessie Stephen, for example, denounced her rivals, claiming that ‘she had attempted
to speak at a meeting two years ago of the Scottish Union and she was howled down’.112
However, as the Glasgow Herald reported it, there were important differences between the two
organisations. The Scottish Union’s Secretary, Miss Elizabeth M’Lean, told her audience that
she had attended the meeting of the Domestic Workers’ Union and ‘been disgusted with the
tone of the speaking; it seemed to be a wholesale slanging of mistresses’. She also reassured
those present that ‘it was important not to disturb existing good relations between employers
and employed’, while Mr J.C. M’Lean, Treasurer of the Scottish Domestic Servants’ Union,
said that ‘he did not think a strike would be desirable even in the worst straits’.113
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Another key difference between the Domestic Workers’ Union and their rivals was the
former’s emphasis on servants’ self-organisation. The Domestic Workers’ Union was
emphatically not a charitable association, nor even a top-down labour movement project
concerned with the welfare of domestic workers. It wanted, instead, to be a grass roots union.
Jessie Stephen was insistent upon ‘the fact that the Domestic Workers’ Union worked entirely
by servants for servants’114 The Domestic Workers’ Union was also clear that its success
depended, not on its leadership, but on the hard work of its members. Kathlyn Oliver brusquely
stated in one of her early reports that:
Many of the letters sent to me have been written in a “God bless you” strain. I
appear to be regarded almost as another Messiah. This is very nice, and I
appreciate it muchly; and reluctant as I am to disillusion these friends, I want to
candidly tell them that if they are waiting for me to make better conditions for
them, they will wait a long time… I cannot insist that servants shall not be on
duty sixteen hours a day… but they can rise en masse and say it themselves…115

Conclusion
This article has argued that the Domestic Workers’ Union represented an important moment in
British labour history. Even today the interests and needs of domestic workers often fall outside
of traditional trade union organising structures. That young, female servants, working in the
private sphere of the home, could come together to organize themselves as workers suggests the
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strength of both the labour and women’s movements during the years of the Great Unrest; a
strength which sometimes exceeded their professed objectives. For, despite resistance from some
male trade unionists and a section of middle-class feminists, an organisation did emerge which
insisted that reproductive labour was real work and that servants ought to be considered a valued
part of the nation’s workforce. Thus, whilst emerging against the grain of these two intersecting
political vocabularies, the Domestic Workers’ Union in many ways reflects the characteristics
of labour unrest and feminist militancy which dominated the early years of the twentieth century.
Kathlyn Oliver and Jessie Stephen were active in a women’s movement which was beginning
to turn its attention to conditions of women’s labour in the home. They subverted feminist
rhetoric on the tyranny of the domestic sphere – more commonly used to argue for women’s
right to work outside the home – to point out the exploitation that occurred within it, and
demanded that a movement concerned with women’s rights also attend to ‘this servant agitation’.
The Domestic Workers’ Union was both inspired by and capitalized on a rising urge among
unskilled workers to resist the worst aspects of their working conditions, and began to call for
the rights won by workers in more organized trades to be extended to their own workplaces.
They insisted that the private home was a workplace like any other, challenging traditional
divisions between the public and the private, men’s and women’s work, and called upon the
government to legislate for their protection. Yet they also recognized the importance of selforganisation, dismissive of charitable attempts to improve their conditions from above.
The Domestic Workers’ Union did not survive the First World War, when thousands of
women (including many of its members) left for war work.116 It was reformed in 1919, as a
branch of the National Federation of Women Workers under the energetic leadership of Jessie
Stephen, but remained unable to recruit more than a few thousand members.117 It nevertheless
laid the foundations for successive attempts by domestic workers to organize, an impetus which
remained during the inter-war years. Many of these attempts were spearheaded by Jessie
Stephen, whose autobiography records how:

Right from my teenage years and onwards, there ran a continuous thread of resolve
that I must never admit defeat in the campaign to improve the conditions of domestic
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workers. At every sort of meeting, at conferences connected with women and their
work, I raised the matter if an opportunity presented itself to put the case.118
Stephen attempted to revive the Domestic Workers’ Union again in 1926.119 A parallel attempt
to organise domestic workers in Birmingham in 1919 was supported by Julia Varley of the
Workers’ Union, although this tended towards a greater degree of employer-employee cooperation than Stephen was prepared to accept.120 The desire for a union for domestic servants
remained among some rank and file activists, and the Trades Union Congress Archive contains
letters from local trade unionists inquiring of Trades Union Congress headquarters as to the
existence of such a union. In 1930 moves were made by the Standing Joint Committee of
Industrial Women’s Organisations, again supported by Jessie Stephen, to establish a Domestic
Workers’ Charter, approved by the National Conference of Labour Women in 1931. 121 The
two main general unions, the Transport and General Workers’ Union and the National Union
of General and Municipal Workers were, however, unenthusiastic at the prospect of organising
at the national level.122 In 1932 the Trades Union Congress, the National Union of General and
Municipal Workers and the Hampstead Trades Council supported the formation of a Domestic
Workers’ Guild in Hampstead, North London, but this emphasised welfare and recreational
provision over agitation around wages and conditions. 123 A new Domestic Workers’ Union
was not established until 1938, this time by the Trades Union Congress as a top down project
which pursued a conciliatory policy towards employers – a far cry from the rank and file
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militancy of its pre-First World War namesake.124 A subsequent wave of agitation, however,
bore a closer resemblance to Stephen and Oliver’s union, when in the 1970s female cleaners
and Women’s Liberationists formed campaign alliances – though these focused on organising
cleaners in offices and university colleges rather than in private homes.125 What begins to
emerge, then, is a more continuous picture of domestic worker organizing, stretching from New
Unionism to present day cleaners’ struggles.126 Such initiatives have straddled, sometimes
uncomfortably, the women’s and the labour movements, and the difficulties specific to
organising this form of work remain. Yet their existence demonstrates that reproductive labour
is not automatically excluded from the urge to transform the conditions of work and the people
who do it.
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